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Prologue: Lacey 



The door is locked. It's always locked when he's around. 

I can't remember anymore who I was trying to keep out. 
The people chasing after us, or him, my dangerous 
stepbrother. They want to cut our throats and leave us for 
dead, or at least that's what he says. I don't know what I 
believe anymore. 

The last time I saw him, he was a thief, a criminal, famous 
in our town for being good at cards and boosting cars. His 
smile could melt diamonds, and his body was ripped and 
smooth. Our parents may have been dating, but he was as 
different from me as possible. 

Now though, now I don't know what he is. The smile is 
still there, the body is still there, but there's a new weight to 
him, a new darkness. He doesn't seem like the same man 
that left us all those years ago. 

We thought he was dead. I wanted him to stay a memory, 
a dream. I wanted him to be nothing but the empty ache in 
my chest. 

Instead, he was dangerous, so much more dangerous. I 
was on fire around him, and he knew it. 

But I hated him. Hated him so much for what he was 
doing to our family. 

Late at night, the scratchy hotel sheets keeping me 
awake, I could hear him breathing. I could practically hear 
him laughing. 



"We can push these beds together," he whispered in the 
darkness. "You can give in to me." 

Never, I thought to myself. 

"I know what you want. You want me to touch your skin, 
make you feel things you'd forgotten about." 

I could see him, wearing only a tight pair of black boxer 
briefs, standing against the wall. His eyes practically glowed 
in the dark. His ripped, lean muscles stood out black and 
white in the night. His gun rested on the nightstand, easily 
within reach, cocked and ready. 

"You hate me because of what I've done, but you don't 
know the half of it. That's fine. I can handle that." 

His breath on my skin. His hands between my thighs. 
Shivers running in cascades down my spine. 

"Hate me all you want, but you're going to come for me." 

His lips against my ear, my mouth. 

The sweet pain of him pressing hard against me. 

/ won't give in to you. 

My gasp as he slipped the clothes from my body. 

"I know what you really want." 

/ don't want you. 

"I know how far you'll go." 

Wave after wave of blinding pleasure. 

/ won't give in to you. 



Chapter One: Lacey 



He'd been my best friend for years. That was how our 
parents met and started dating, actually, but more on that 
later. 

We had homeroom together in eighth grade. Camden was 
quiet, maybe a little shy, but he was too handsome for his 
own good, even back then. People knew him, but he didn't 
turn into the outgoing thief he was destined to become for 
another few years. 

Back then, he was just Cam. 

I'd never forget the first thing he said to me. It was two 
weeks into the new school year, and he hadn't so much as 
looked at me before that. 

“What's your deal, anyway?" 

I looked up and he was staring back at me, his piercing 
green eyes smiling but his face otherwise passive. 

“What?" I asked, surprised. 

“What's your deal?" 

“I have no clue what you're talking about." 

He nodded at the pen I had been clicking incessantly. 

“You keep doing that every day, all morning long. Do you 
have OCD or something?" 

“Uh, sorry," I mumbled, surprised at how forward he was 
being. “I guess it's just a habit." 

He looked at me appraisingly. “I'm Camden." 

“Lacey." 



Although he was probably being a jerk, there was 
something about him I couldn't put my finger on. He could 
get away with being forward somehow, like what would 
normally be an incredibly rude question from someone else 
seemed perfectly okay coming from him. He just had a way 
about him that made people want to be close to him. 
Everybody knows someone like that, but with Camden it was 
always turned on and always turned up to the maximum. 

He was like that with everything. Things came to him 
effortlessly, but Camden rarely seemed to care enough 
about anything to try hard. As that first year wore on, we 
talked every day during homeroom and quickly became 
friends outside of school. I wasn't blind. I mean, I was young 
but I wasn't stupid. I could see how attractive he was, even 
back then. But for some reason our friendship was just that, 
a friendship, and nothing developed between us that first 
year we knew each other. 

Then things changed. 

It was only a matter of time before people started 
noticing Camden. In ninth grade he hit his growth spurt and 
shot up to well over six feet tall. The muscles he became 
famous for seemed to sprout overnight, and he went from a 
normal but still handsome eighth grade boy to a lean and 
strong-looking man, practically in a day. 

That was the problem, though. We spent so much time 
together, were such good friends, that I didn't see it coming 
when he suddenly began to hang out with a rougher crowd. 
They smoked and drank and cursed and fought, and 
eventually they stole cars and sold drugs. I didn't 
understand what Camden saw in them, but he became their 
leader, and eventually their scapegoat. 

I was a good kid. I always had been. There was no 
question that I would go to college. And as much as I hated 
it, I had to admit that I didn't fit in with Camden and his 
crowd anymore. I wanted to, but they just never seemed to 



like me, and I couldn't make myself be someone I wasn't just 
for the sake of people I didn't really like to begin with. 

We stayed friends. We still talked all the time. But slowly 
he became less like the guy I used to know and more like the 
person that would disappear one day into thin air without so 
much as a phone call. 

I didn't understand the change. For years I blamed 
myself. Maybe if I had reached out more, tried to talk to him 
more, tried to understand why he was doing the things he 
did instead of shying away from mentioning it, maybe I 
could have saved him. 

That was probably wishful thinking, I know. Still, I 
couldn't help but wonder what I could have done better to 
save Camden from himself. 

That guilt was quickly replaced by anger. I was angry that 
he had abandoned his friends and his family. I was angry 
that he had abandoned me like I was nothing to him, like it 
was the easiest thing in the world to just up and leave town. 
He could have called or emailed or written, but instead there 
was only silence from him. After a while, we all assumed he 
was dead in a ditch someplace far away, and that anger only 
grew day by day. 

And when our parents finally got married, I was beyond 
pissed at him. 

I hated my deadbeat stepbrother, wherever he was. 

I hated him, even if he was dead. 

He was an arrogant, selfish prick, and part of me was 
happy he was gone. 


I flopped down onto my childhood bed, exhausted from the 
long trip home. 

It felt weird looking up at my old ceiling again, the colors 
and the shadows unchanged, as if I had never left home at 



all. Four years was a pretty long time, all things considered, 
but it had flown by in the blink of an eye. 

“How are you doing, honey?" 

I looked over and saw my dad leaning in the doorway 
wearing his usual Canadian tuxedo: jeans and a tucked-in 
denim work shirt. 

“I'm fine. Tired from the trip." 

“Miss California yet?" 

"More and more each minute." 

He laughed, shaking his head. “You could at least lie to 
me." 

"You raised me to be an honest person, Dad." 

"Honest to a fault," he mumbled. 

"Where's Lynn?" 

He shrugged. "Shopping for dinner, I think." 

Lynn was Camden's mom. I liked her a lot, though I hated 
her at first. She was about my Dad's age, maybe a few years 
younger, and they had met when Camden and I were 
spending a lot of time together. I guess something clicked 
and they were together from our junior year onwards. They 
didn't get married until two years ago, though. Well after 
Camden had disappeared. 

Another milestone Camden missed. 

"She doesn't need to go to any trouble." 

"You know Lynn. She gets excited when you come home." 

I felt a little bad. I had visited as often as I could, mostly 
on big holidays, but it was hard getting from Berkeley, 
California out to Hammond, Indiana. My Dad and Lynn didn't 
exactly have the money to pay for my airfare, and I 
definitely wasn't rolling in cash, either. Life as a physics 
student at an expensive school was fun and amazing and 
challenging, but I never had a spare dime to spend on 
anything non-essential. 

I sighed and climbed out of bed. "I'm going to unpack." 

"Okay. I'll give you some privacy." He paused. "I'm glad 
you're home, kiddo." 



"Me too, Dad." 

He smiled and then left, back down to his armchair and 
whatever sporting event was currently on TV. 

I wasn't exactly lying when I said it was good to be home. 
Hammond was a small town, pretty boring, and had plenty 
of its own problems. It was just like a hundred other Rust 
Belt towns in Indiana, except it was my home and always 
would be. Plus, it was right around the corner from Chicago, 
which was something I took advantage of as often as 
possible when I was younger. 

It took me an hour to dig all of my stuff out of my 
suitcase. Even though I was drop-dead tired, I knew that I 
didn't want to live out of my luggage for the whole summer. 

I had a spot waiting for me in the physics graduate 
department back at Berkeley, but I couldn't afford to live in 
the city all summer until it started. 

In the meantime, I was crashing with my Dad again just 
like the old days. 

"Lace?" 

I looked up and smiled. "Hey, Lynn." 

She walked over and gave me a huge hug. "How was your 
trip?" 

"Uneventful." 

"Exactly how it should be." 

"It's good to see you." 

"You too. How long's it been?" 

"Since Christmas." 

"Wow, seriously? I can't believe how fast time moves." 

I laughed and shook my head. That was typical Lynn, 
always saying strange things. She was short, shorter than 
me, with mousey brown hair. She was a runner and was in 
amazing shape for her age. Sometimes I felt like she put me 
to shame, but it didn't make a difference. I loved ice cream 
and chocolate and chocolate ice cream, and no amount of 
abdominal muscles would take either of those things away 
from me. 



“How's Dad been since I was last here?" 

"You know your father. He's good when he's good and not 
when he's not." 

I nodded as if that made complete sense. “How's his 
work?" 

"Surprisingly good, actually." 

Dad was a small-time chandelier maker. He built and 
fabricated lamps and other lighting materials during the 
day, but his real passion were these artful chandeliers made 
up of recycled bottles and antiques. They were pretty 
spectacular, but not exactly super popular. 

"Really? What changed?" 

"He finally got up off his ass and made a website." 

"I'm shocked." 

"I know. Your technophobe father has a web presence." 

"Does he wear his tinfoil hat when he touches the 
computer?" 

"Please. He doesn't do any of it. He makes me take care of 
that stuff." 

I laughed, nodding. "That makes more sense." 

"But business is doing much better ever since we set up 
an online shop. He sold three chandeliers so far this month." 

I raised my eyebrows. "Wow. That's awesome." Dad's 
chandeliers were high-end and expensive as hell, which 
meant that he only needed to sell a handful every year to 
make good money. Three in one month was a lot. 

"I'm proud of him. But don't tell him I said it, he'll get all 
cocky." 

"Your secret is safe with me." 

She grinned. "Come down for dinner soon." 

"Okay. I just have to finish unpacking." 

She turned and left without another word. 

I smiled to myself as I finished putting my things away. I 
had been pushing my dad to list his stuff online for ages, 
and he kept making up some excuse. It wasn't like he didn't 
believe in technology or something, but he kept saying that 



people should do business in person and know the people 
they're dealing with. 

Which was all well and good, but there wasn't exactly a 
market for high-end chandeliers in Hammond, Indiana. He 
traveled to Chicago sometimes to sell them, but not nearly 
enough. His shop was also his workspace, and so people had 
to travel out to him to really see what he was doing. 

The Internet could really open his world up. I was glad 
Lynn had finally pushed him into it, though a little 
suspicious. I wondered what she used to bribe him, or if she 
simply took it upon herself to do it all. 

I grabbed my phone and checked the time. It was already 
after seven, and the smell of delicious roasting vegetables 
wafted up from the kitchen. My stomach did a little grumble, 
and so I resolved to check Facebook as briefly as possible. 

I scrolled through my feed, paying more attention to 
people I went to high school with. I hadn't seen most of 
them in a long time, but since I was home for the whole 
summer I figured I could try to rekindle some lost 
friendships. It wasn't like I didn't like my old friends, it was 
just that it was difficult to stay close when you were so far 
apart. 

That was pretty typical. No matter how hard you tried, it 
was easy to drift when you were far away from people. I 
hated that I was the kind of person that had "ex-friends," 
but it was the truth. 

Finished with that, I made my way downstairs. Dad was 
posted up in front of the TV, probably on his second beer of 
the night, and Lynn was in the kitchen. I plopped down on 
the couch next to Dad. 

"The Cubs suck," he grunted at me. 

I grinned. "You say that every time I see you." 

"It keeps being true." He took a drink. 

"You got one for me?" 

He raised an eyebrow and looked over at me. "Didn't 
think you were a beer drinker." 



“Well, I'm of age now. Figured I'd try and bond with you." 

“We don't need alcohol to bond." 

"According to you." 

He laughed. "Check the fridge then." 

I got up and went into the kitchen, not intending to get a 
beer at all. I sat down at the table as Lynn bustled around. 

"Anything I can do?" 

"Nope. You're too late to help." 

"Darn," I said. 

"Don't act so upset. You're doing dishes." 

"You got it." 

I smiled to myself as Lynn began to talk about her job at 
the hospital. She'd been a nurse for as long as I could 
remember, and she always had the best stories about the 
patients and the doctors. It was amazing how crazy it could 
get in a hospital, and frankly I thought she was a saint for 
handling it all. 

It felt good to be sitting at my kitchen table. It felt good 
to tease my dad, to hear him say the same old stuff about 
the same old crappy baseball teams. I realized that for the 
first time in a while, I felt calm. Life out at Berkeley was one 
mad-dash day after another, long hours of studying and the 
occasional long hours partying. But mostly long hours 
studying, as much as I hated to admit it. 

In Hammond, I didn't have to worry about any of that. I 
didn't have to calculate the effects of gravity on passing 
solar bodies or really think at all if I didn't want to. I could 
just sit and be a person, chat about nothing, and feel good 
for once. 

Then the doorbell rang. 

I stood up. "I'll get it," I called out. 

"You sure?" Lynn asked. 

"Yep." 

I walked into the other room and headed toward the front 
door. I smiled to myself, laughing softly at the thought of my 



dad actually offering to get up off his ass for once and get 
the door. He hadn't even bothered. 

I turned the knob and pulled it open. 

"Hey, Lace," he said, his face splitting into a cocky grin. 

My smile melted from my face. I stared at him, barely 
understanding. He was the same height, had the same 
muscular frame, the same arrogant smile and striking green 
eyes. It couldn't be him, though. The more I stared, the more 
I realized that there was something different, something 
older. I remembered him as a good-looking troublemaker, 
but he looked more like a smooth-talking businessman. Only 
the tattoos poking out of the corners of his simple white 
button-down shirt hinted at his criminal past. 

"Camden?" I said softly, my heart racing. 

I couldn't believe it was him. I thought he was dead. I 
thought he'd never come back. I'd lived my life all these 
years convinced I'd never see him again. 

He had to be a ghost. 

"In the flesh. It's been a while, Lace." 

"What. . . what are you doing here?" I managed to say. 

He took a step closer but didn't move to come past the 
doorway. 

"I was back in town. I figured I'd stop by." His smile 
widened. "You look good." 

Camden was home. Camden, the stepbrother that had 
disappeared, the asshole and the criminal. Actually, he 
probably didn't even realize that we were stepsiblings. One 
day we all thought he was dead, and the next he was ringing 
the doorbell like it was no big deal. 

And holy shit does he look amazing, I couldn't help but 
think. Any sign of adolescent uncertainty was totally gone. 
The Camden standing in front of me was a man, through and 
through, confident and gorgeous. 

And then the rage came back to me. 

Camden left us. He never said a single word. Lynn was a 
mess after he left, called every hospital, mental ward, and 



police station in a fifty-mile radius. She organized search 
parties to comb through the local parks and woods for any 
sign of him. She even hired a private detective to try to 
track him down. Even when everyone said hope was lost, 
she kept trying, calling more and more places, sending out 
his description online, everything. 

Eventually, she was forced to move on. Life got in the 
way. It wasn't something that happened overnight, but 
gradually. Bit by bit she became used to Camden not being 
around, and eventually she accepted that he was never 
coming home. The pain was probably still there, but it was 
less. She could handle it. 

And then he showed back up on our doorstep, just like 
that. 

After everything he put my family through. 

I was pissed. I was so angry I could barely understand it. 

“Fuck off, asshole," I said. 

I loved the look on his face as I slammed the door shut 
and stormed back into the house. 



Chapter Two: Camden 



I'd had a lot of doors slammed in my face. 

Some by ex-girlfriends, some by jaded ex-employers. One 
or two by victims. But never had it bothered me so much as 
when Lacey did it. 

I meant it when I said she looked good. I hadn't seen her 
pretty face in a very long time, though I had thought about 
it a lot. When you disappeared to Mexico, you didn't tend to 
come back. Most people stayed lost. 

But I wasn't like most people. 

I left all those years ago to protect my family. Now, well, I 
guess I hadn't changed all that much. 

I rang the doorbell again, sighing. 

"Go the fuck away," I heard her yell again from inside. 

"Open up, Lacey. Aren't you happy to see me?" 

I grinned to myself as I heard her huff and stomp away. I 
rang the doorbell again and again, glancing around the 
neighborhood. I had to be careful. I couldn't draw too much 
attention to myself. People knew me in Hammond, knew 
what kind of person I was. 

But they had no clue what kind of person I had become. 

Finally, after the fifth ring, the door pulled open. 

My heart hammered in my chest. "Hey, Mom." 

She stared at me. I hadn't seen her in four years, not 
since the day I'd left, but there she was, basically 
unchanged. I had thought about her a lot over the years, 






figured I had hurt her pretty badly. But I couldn't risk 
contacting her and putting her in danger. 

“Camden?" she said softly. 

I smiled sheepishly. “I'm home." 

She stared for half a second more before throwing her 
arms around me. “I can't believe it," she said, choking back 
a sob. 

I returned her hug. "I'm sorry," I said softly. 

"I knew you weren't dead," she said. “I never gave up on 
you." 

“Mom, can we do this inside?" 

She stepped back and looked at me. “God, you've grown 
up so much." 

"Come on. You can fawn over me inside." 

She nodded and gestured for me to follow. 

“Jeff!" she yelled out. “Jeff, it's Camden!" 

“What are you yelling about?" he grumbled as he walked 
into the kitchen. "And why is Lacey—" He stopped when he 
spotted me leaning up against the counters. "Holy shit. 
Camden." 

“Hey, Jeff." 

He stared. "What are you doing here?" 

“Jeff," my mom snapped. 

"It's okay. I'll explain everything. I promise." 

“We're just so, so happy you're back." Mom threw her 
arms around me again, hugging me like I was going to 
disappear any second. I didn't blame her. She probably 
figured I was pretty likely to make another break for it. But 
little did she know that I was back for good, but I wasn't 
bringing good news. 

“It's okay, Mom. I'm not going anywhere. I promise." 

"How? Where have you been? Why are you back?" Jeff 
fired off at me. 

I knew they were going to have questions. Hell, they'd be 
crazy if they didn't wonder where I had gone. 



But the problem was, I couldn't tell them. Not everything, 
not right away. It was for their protection more than 
anything else. It would have been so much easier to tell 
everyone every little gory detail of my fucked-up life the 
past four years, but I needed them to trust me. They 
definitely wouldn't trust me if they knew where I'd been and 
what I'd been doing. 

So I had to tell some lies. 

“Jail, mostly," I said to him. 

He narrowed his eyes. "We checked all the jails." 

“Not here. Mexico." 

He raised an eyebrow. "What were you doing there?" 

I nodded at the kitchen table. “Let's sit down." 

Once Mom was comfortably seated and no longer 
hyperventilating, I launched into my mostly fabricated tale. I 
told them about running away to Mexico that night in order 
to start a new life. I told them about stealing cars in Chicago, 
about getting caught, and about starting up again across 
the border. I told them it was my only choice, either I stay or 
I run. 

Then I told them the lies. I told them about getting 
arrested, about going to jail. I told them about getting out 
and going back in not long later. And I told them that I was 
cleaned up, had learned my lesson, was completely done 
with the illegal shit. 

That last part wasn't true. Not by a long shot. I was knee- 
deep in illegal shit, though for good reasons. 

As I finished, Mom and Jeff stared at me. 

“So you really fucked yourself over," Lacey said. 

I looked over and saw her leaning against the doorframe. 

“Yeah, I guess I did." 

"Why'd you get caught twice?" 

"Stupidity, mostly." 

“Why not run again?" 

"The Mexican police aren't like they are here. They don't 
wait for arrest warrants." 



"So what makes you think you're welcome back here?" 

"Lacey," my mom said. 

"She's right, Lynn," Jeff cut in. "We have a life now." 

She stared at the two of them. "This is my son," she said. 
"Lacey, he's your brother now. I don't care what he did. I'm 
just happy he's not dead." 

I held up my hands. "Hold on, Mom. They're not wrong to 
be angry." I paused and grinned at Lacey. "Right, sis?" 

"Damn right we're pissed," Lacey said. 

I couldn't help but laugh. I was glad Mom and Jeff got 
married, though I wasn't sure how I felt about being Lacey's 
stepbrother. I definitely didn't think of her like a sister. The 
dirty thoughts swirling through my brain as I stared at her 
arms crossed over her breasts defiantly would have 
definitely been inappropriate even before we were related. 

"I don't expect to be taken in just like that," I said. 

"Good," Jeff replied. "Because that's not happening." 

"Stop it, both of you," Mom said. 

"Mom, please. It's okay if they're mad. I just wanted to 
drop by and say hello." 

"You're not staying?" She looked almost crushed. 

"I have a room nearby." 

"But you'll stay for dinner." 

I shook my head. "I think you guys need time to get used 
to this." 

"What about the authorities here?" Jeff cut in. "Aren't you 
still wanted?" 

"Not exactly. I heard they arrested someone else for the 
car stuff." 

"But you could be in trouble still," Lacey said. 

"It's a possibility." 

"You can't leave us so soon," my mom said. 

I crouched down next to her and took her hand. "Listen, 
Mom. I promise that I'm not going anywhere anytime soon." 

She nodded. "I'm so, so happy you're home." 

"Me too." 



Jeff and Lacey both watched me suspiciously, but I didn't 
care. I needed to keep my mom calm, or at least as calm as I 
could make her, before the shit really hit the fan. 

I stood up and looked at Jeff. "I'm glad you married her." 

"Me too," he grunted. 

"I should get going." I started walking toward the door. 

My mom stood and followed. 

"How can I reach you?" she asked. 

"Room 101 at the Lincoln Motel. I don't have a cellphone 
yet, but that's where I'm staying." 

"Come back soon," she said. 

I hugged her again. "I will. I promise." 

I moved out the front door before she could stop me, 
heading toward my car. All in all, that little visit went way 
better than expected. I figured there'd be more yelling, 
maybe some cursing, and definitely some thrown objects. 
Instead, my mom seemed shocked and happy, and Jeff was 
suspicious at best. Lacey, well, Lacey was a whole different 
issue. 

I didn't hear her sneak up behind me until she spoke. "I 
don't believe your story." 

I turned and grinned at her. She was standing with her 
arms crossed over her chest, and I had the irrational and 
insane desire to kiss her. She looked so fucking sexy glaring 
at me angrily. 

I missed that pout. I missed that serious expression. Fuck, 
I missed everything about her. She had no idea how many 
times I had thought of her in the dead of night down in 
Mexico. 

There'd been plenty of other women. There had to be, 
considering what I was doing down there. I couldn't afford to 
look weak in front of my employers. But there hadn't been a 
single woman that held a candle to Lacey, even the Lacey 
that I knew, the girl from high school. 

I regretted a lot from those days. I regretted the way I 
drifted away from her, the way I treated her. I hated that I 



couldn't see what I had right in front of my face. Instead, I 
went looking for more exciting things, more drugs and more 
parties. I wanted to live life to the fullest. I wanted to burn 
out instead of fading away. 

But that was stupid. 

All of that shit, it all led me down to Mexico and into my 
current situation. It only got me more danger, more 
heartache and sadness, more pain and regret and death. 

"Why not?" I asked. 

"Seems too easy. You were in a jail for four years and we 
never heard about it?" 

"It's Mexico. They're not exactly great at keeping 
records." 

"Still. Lynn and Dad tried to find you, even hired a private 
investigator. There's no way he wouldn't find you down 
there." 

"Maybe he wasn't as good as he said he was. Plus, I 
wasn't using my real name." 

"Still. White guy in a Mexican prison? Not exactly hard to 
find." 

I shook my head. "There's a surprising number of gringos 
in prison down there." I stepped close to her, loving the way 
she reacted to me. "What do you want me to say, Lacey? 
That you're right? That I'm lying?" 

"I just want the truth from you for once in your miserable 
life." 

I sighed. I wanted to tell her so badly, but it was too soon. 

"I already gave you the truth. It's not my fault you don't 
want to listen." 

"It is your fault, actually. It's your fault you ran away and 
your fault you came back." She paused and stepped back. "I 
wish you had stayed dead." 

I reached for something to say but found nothing. 

Instead, I just grinned at her. "Good seeing you too, Lace." 

She turned and walked back up toward the house. I 
watched her ass, remembering how badly I used to want to 



grab it and press her body against mine, and felt that old 
desire come whirling back through me. 

She had always been stubborn. That was part of what I 
liked about her. She was smart and strong-willed and 
absolutely sexy when she wanted to be. Hell, she was 
fucking gorgeous and probably didn't realize it. 

I waited until she was safely back inside before I crossed 
the street and headed back down the block. 

Up ahead, I caught sight of Trip's black Nissan parked up 
against the curb. I walked up and pulled open the passenger 
side door and climbed in. 

"How was it, Lazarus?" 

I shrugged. "Not bad. They took my resurrection better 
than I thought they would." 

Trip laughed and turned on the engine. He was a few 
years older than me, a few inches shorter, and a few pounds 
heavier, but every bit as capable. We met when I first came 
to town in Mexico City, and we had been partners ever since. 

Partners in everything, including the shit storm that was 
slowly building in the distance. 

"Catch any sightings?" I asked him. 

"Nah. Perimeter's all quiet." 

"Good. I'll take first watch if you want to head back." 

"Fine with me." 

I leaned back in my seat and he looked at me for a 
second. 

"It's weird being home," I said. 

"You're telling me. But at least you got a home." 

"Please. You've been an orphan forever. The street's your 
home." 

"And don't you forget it." 

I laughed. "How long do you think we have?" 

"A few days at most. We got a good head start, but you 
know Castillo." 

I grunted and shook my head. Jorge "El Tiburon" Castillo 
was our old employer, and the current leader of the largest 



narcotics cartel in all of Mexico. They specialized in crystal 
meth but dabbled in heroine and marijuana as well. 

Castillo was a terrifying man. I hated working for him, and 
so did Trip, but we did what we had to do to survive. I had 
learned a lot working with the cartel, plus a lot on the side, 
but he wasn't called "The Shark" for nothing. El Tiburon was 
tenacious, nasty, violent, and a little bit insane. He wasn't 
the sort of man you crossed and expected to live, no matter 
how far or how fast you ran. 

He was never going to let Trip and me get away. 

"See you in a few hours," I said, climbing out of the car. 

Trip rolled down the windows. "Don't do anything stupid, 
Cam." 

"You know me," I said, grinning. "I'm as careful as they 
come." 

"Seriously, man. We're not in Mexico anymore. You can't 
get away with shit up in the States." 

"I know. I'm just keeping an eye on them." 

"A few days," he reminded me. "Then we have to go." 

"I'll have them ready." 

"I hope so. Otherwise, I'm out of here." 

He rolled up the window and pulled away. 

I never expected Trip to come with me. Frankly, the 
second we crossed the border I assumed he would high-tail 
it up north the second he could. He had contacts in Alaska, 
people we had worked with who could hide us until our 
handlers came up with a way to extract our asses from 
danger, and I figured he'd go right there. I knew my own 
people and could probably make a run for it without him. 

But he stuck with me. Trip didn't have family like I did. He 
grew up in New York, ripping off tourists and snorting coke at 
the age of twelve. He only knew a life on the run, stealing 
when he could and robbing people when he couldn't. He was 
a criminal through and through. 

He owed me, though. He owed me a lot, and it seemed 
like he was more loyal than I gave him credit for. 



I walked back toward the house and stopped at the 
corner. I leaned up against a light pole and made sure I had 
a good sightline to the house. 

Now the boring part started. They weren't nearly ready to 
do what they had to do, and I needed to give them time to 
adjust to the idea of my being alive. Trip was right, though. 

It was only a matter of a few days before Castillo caught up 
to us, but in the meantime I had to play it right. 

My mom was happy to see me, but that was going to 
wear off. Soon, she'd have questions, most of which I 
couldn't answer without more lies. I knew my little visit was 
quick and shocking, and maybe I should have stayed longer, 
but it was hard. Being back in Hammond was dredging up 
more strange emotions than I thought I had left. 

The way Lacey looked at me made me want to leave. But 
it was also that same look that made me want to make sure 
they were all going to be safe, no matter what. 

I fingered the gun in my waistband, feeling its reassuring 
heft and hardness. 

Only a matter of days. I had to make sure they were going 
to be safe. Even if they hated me for it, I was going to keep 
Castillo away from my family. 

I leaned back farther, preparing myself for a long and 
boring evening. 



Chapter Three: Lacey 



I rolled out of bed early the next morning, eyes bleary from 
not sleeping well. 

I couldn't get him out of my head. The way he looked, so 
confident and cocky, yet still so handsome, drove me insane. 
It was like he had shed any bit of youthful uncertainty and 
had turned into this totally different man. 

He both was and wasn't the Camden that left four years 
ago. I wasn't sure if Lynn saw it or not; she was probably just 
too happy that he was alive, and wasn't looking too deeply 
into the situation. But there was definitely something new 
and intriguing about him, as much as I hated to admit it. 

Why was he back? Sure, he had a story, but I didn't 
believe it. I'd been suckered by his lies too many times in 
the past to just accept what he said at face value. I wanted 
to believe he was telling the truth, wanted desperately to 
believe that he got out of jail and decided to come right 
home, a changed man. But there was something else in him, 
something that couldn't be explained by a long stay in a 
prison. 

I wasn't sure exactly what that was yet. But I had a 
feeling I was going to find out sooner or later. Say one thing 
for Camden, as infuriating as he could be, he rarely 
disappointed. 

I rolled out of bed and went into the bathroom, starting to 
get ready. A quick glance at the clock told me that I was 



running a little behind schedule and had to hustle. 

Back in high school, I worked part time at a used 
bookstore. As luck would have it, the owner was looking for a 
little extra help during the summer. Since I needed 
something to do, I applied and was hired on the spot. 

I had to admit, after all the craziness of college life, the 
bookstore was a nice change of pace. It didn't get much 
traffic, and the owner was a really decent guy, which meant 
that I had plenty of time for reading between stocking and 
running the register. He wasn't creepy, either, which was 
more than I could say for most of my bosses in the past. 

I dressed and headed downstairs, grabbing a quick bowl 
of cereal and a cup of coffee. Lynn and Dad had both already 
left for work, which meant the house was eerily quiet. 

Caffeinated and fed, I quickly left the house, hustling 
over toward my car. It was parked in the street so that Dad 
and Lynn could get out of the driveway easily. I walked 
through the grass, frowning at the morning dew that stained 
my sneakers. 

As I got to my car, an unusual motion across the street 
caught my eye. I looked up just as a figure stepped 
sideways, disappearing behind some shrubs. 

What the hell? I thought. The person looked so damn 
familiar. 

Curious, I decided to cross the street and check. Any 
thoughts about being late disappeared into the back of my 
head. There was a bus stop at the corner, and people were 
always sitting on the bench or generally waiting around for 
the bus, but the guy seemed so strange. As I crossed the 
street and angled toward the bush, I saw him. 

“Camden?" I said. 

He smirked at me. '"Morning, Lace." 

“What are you doing?" 

“Just hanging out." 

“Hanging out? You're stalking us, aren't you?" 



He laughed. "Not stalking. Just waiting around for the 
bus." 

I looked him up and down, frowning. He was wearing the 
same outfit from the night before and looked exhausted, like 
he hadn't slept for hours. Still, despite that, my heart 
fluttered slightly as I took in his confident smile and his 
muscular body. 

Memories of that body threatened to overwhelm me, but I 
ignored them. 

"You look like you haven't slept." 

"I've been busy." 

I sighed. "What are you doing here, really, Camden?" 

He stared at me for a second, his face suddenly serious. 
He took a few steps closer and I felt a thrill run down my 
spine. It was half fear and half something else. 

Truthfully, even after all this time, I still couldn't help but 
remember the guy I was close with in high school. But that 
dangerous edge was still there, even if buried under 
expensive-looking clothes and a new confidence. 

"You wouldn't believe me even if I told you," he said. 

"Try me." 

"You're just going to have to be patient, Lace." 

"You're full of crap," I said, turning away. "You always 
have been." 

"Wait a second," he said, grabbing my arm. 

I felt the tinge of electricity as soon as his skin touched 
mine. It wasn't crackling static or anything like that, but 
more like a tingle that spread from my head down my spine. 
It made my heart beat faster and my breath come deeper, 
like a drug or something. I felt like such a cliche, getting 
excited at an innocent touch, but I couldn't help myself. It 
had been so long. Instantly, I wanted more. 

"I don't feel like playing games with you anymore, 
Camden," I said softly. 

He released his grip on my arm. "I get it. You hate me." 



I looked at his face, his beautiful, cocky face. "Do you 
blame me?" 

"Not really. But something is happening and I don't have 
time to deal with your stubbornness." 

I rolled my eyes. For a second, I thought he was going to 
be a decent guy, but there he was again. The same cocky 
asshole. 

"I don't care what you think is happening. If you really 
wanted to do us a favor, you'd just leave again." 

"I can't do that." 

"Sure you can. You're pretty good at it." 

I heard him grunt, frustrated, as I turned and started to 
walk away again. 

"You're all in danger." 

I paused and looked back. "What did you say?" 

"That's why I'm here," he said more softly. "You're all in 
danger." 

"What did you do?" 

He shook his head. "It's too complicated to explain here." 

"You keep saying that, and yet I keep thinking you're a 
liar." 

"Come on." He started walking back toward the house. I 
moved fast to catch up. 

"I have work." 

"I'll drive with you, then." 

"Not a chance. Just tell me what's happening." 

"In the car," he said brusquely. 

With a sigh, I unlocked the doors. He climbed into the 
driver's seat and I gaped in at him. 

"Are you joking?" 

"I'm the better driver." 

"Did a lot of driving in your Mexican prison?" 

He grinned. "More than you'd think." 

I tossed him the keys and walked around to the 
passenger's seat, not wanting to fight him anymore. Plus, I 
was definitely late for work and needed to get going. 



He started the engine. "Where to?" 

"The Salty Whale." 

"You still work at the Whale?" 

"For this summer, yeah." 

He laughed and pulled out of the driveway. "I remember 
visiting you there." 

"Great. I'm not in the mood for reminiscing." 

"You looked so fucking cute buried in all your books. I 
thought you were such a nerd, but it got me hard as hell 
anyway." 

"I don't want to hear it," I said, lying. I felt myself 
remembering and knew I was on the verge of soaking 
through my panties already. 

"Yeah, you do. Like the time I went down on you behind 
the philosophy section? You practically toppled the whole 
shelf. Your ass had words imprinted on it for hours." 

I smiled and crossed my legs. "I also remember a 
customer walked in on us just as we were getting dressed." 

He laughed loudly and nodded. "Scared the shit out of 
that old lady." 

I couldn't help but laugh along with him. "I can't believe 
she didn't tell." 

"Probably thought she was losing her mind." 

I remembered that day very, very well. I had thought 
about it many times over the years. His tongue had felt 
incredible between my legs, and the fear of getting caught 
only heightened it. He had pushed me down onto a pile of 
books and had torn off my panties, eating my soaked- 
through pussy like wild. 

I'd had to bit down on a paperback to keep from 
moaning. I wasn't sure if he remembered that part, but I 
wasn't going to remind him, either. 

"Enough stories. Why did you say we're in danger?" 

He got suddenly serious as he turned onto Main Street, a 
few minutes out from the store. 



“I can't tell you everything," he said. "Not yet at least," 
he added quickly. 

"I'm getting really sick of this mysterious act." 

"I got into some trouble in Mexico. That part is true." 

"Not surprising." 

"I got mixed up with a big drug cartel down there." 

"Camden," I said softly. 

"They're no joke. I may do dumb shit sometimes, or at 
least I did, but those guys were on a whole different level." 

"What happened?" 

"I started working for them. For the past few years I've 
been in their crew." 

I blinked, shocked. "How could you get involved with 
people like that?" 

"I had no choice, Lace. You don't understand how it all 
works." 

"Of course you had no choice. It's never your fault, is it?" 

"This was my fault," he said darkly. I was taken aback all 
over at how serious he was. "And I take full responsibility for 
it. I've been paying off this debt for a long time. But it wasn't 
my choice." 

"What does any of this have to do with us being in 
danger?" 

"Something happened down south." 

"You didn't bring them here, did you?" 

He looked at me. "Not yet. But they're coming." 

Fear stabbed through my chest as I stared back at him. 
"You're kidding, right?" 

"I wish I were." 

"What the fuck did you do, Camden?" I said, trying to 
bite back the panic welling up in me but failing. 

"I did what I had to do. None of this was supposed to blow 
back on you guys." 

"What are you even saying?" 

I looked up and saw that we were pulling into the 
bookstore's parking lot. I couldn't believe the drive flew by 



like that, but it had. 

He cut the engine and looked at me. "As much as I hate it, 
you're all in danger. I'm here because I need to protect you." 

"I don't understand. Protect us from what?" 

"The cartel is coming, Lace." 

I stared at him, his face hard and intense. I couldn't 
believe what he was saying. It was just too crazy. There was 
a Mexican drug cartel out there hunting us down that 
wanted to hurt us? I couldn't imagine a world where that 
was the truth. We were normal people that did boring, 
normal things. We didn't get involved with drug cartels. 

"Lace?" he asked. 

"I have to go." I opened the door and climbed out. 

"Wait," he said, getting out. "I'm not lying to you." 

"For once in your life?" 

I saw his jaw clench. "You don't understand." 

"Just leave, Camden. Just go away. I don't know why 
you're making this crazy story up about drug cartels, but I'm 
not buying it." 

He shook his head. "I'm not lying. You're all—" 

"In danger," I said, cutting him off. "I get it. Just go away, 
Camden." 

I turned and left, walking into the bookstore. 

It felt like I was tearing open an old wound walking away 
from him like that, but I needed to process what he was 
saying. It was true that I found his first story completely 
unbelievable, but the second story was equally implausible, 
if not more so. Still, why would he make up something so 
outrageous? 

His eyes, at least, didn't seem like he was lying. In fact, 
he looked like he was pleading with me, begging me to 
listen. 

I couldn't though. He was like a ghost to me still. 

I had thought he was dead. I had mourned and I got over 
it. But now he was back, and I hated him more than ever. 

Worse, I wanted him more than ever. 



Chapter Four: Camden 



The look on her face nearly tore me in half. I watched as she 
stormed into the bookstore, clearly pissed beyond belief and 
probably convinced that I was insane. 

But she had to believe me. One way or another, I was 
getting her and our parents out of the state and up to 
Alaska. Maybe I was going to have to drag them at gunpoint, 
but I would if I had to. We'd be protected there, or at least 
hidden away until things blew over. 

Dangerous men were coming. Men that were far more 
dangerous than me. And my old handlers couldn't protect us 
anymore. 

I turned away and began walking back toward Main 
Street. The hotel was just a few blocks away, and I needed 
some sleep. Trip would switch out with me and take a turn 
watching over the house. 

As I walked, memories of the town came rushing back. 
Hammond had been my home for more than half my life. 
Though what happened in Mexico dominated my thoughts 
and shaped me as a person in the last few years, Hammond 
was my childhood. I learned everything I knew from 
Hammond, and then some. 

The hotel was a run-down chain place. I went into the 
lobby and found the elevators, riding them to the third floor. 

I knocked on the door to our room. 

"Yeah?" Trip's voice came, muffled by the door. 






"Special delivery," I called. 

"Camden?" 

"Let me in." 

The door opened and Trip peeked out. "Hey, man." 

"It's really me, and alone." 

He nodded, closed the door, unlocked the chain, and let 
me in. 

"You're getting more and more paranoid," I said to him as 
I flopped down on the bed. 

"Can't hurt, being careful." 

"Listen, I need to sleep. You okay watching over the 
house for a few hours?" 

"Sure thing. You tell them yet?" 

I frowned. "I told Lacey." 

"Your sister?" 

"Stepsister." 

"Whatever. How'd she take it?" 

"About how I expected." 

"So she thinks that you're a lying piece of shit." 

"Pretty much." 

He laughed. "You must be pretty used to that by now, 
though." 

"Unfortunately." 

"It's cool, man. We'll make it work." 

He grabbed his gun from the dresser and slipped it into 
his waistband. Without another word, he walked out of the 
room and was gone. 

I stared at the doorway for a minute, exhaustion 
overwhelming me. I'd barely slept for more than a few hours 
since our close-as-fuck escape from Mexico. Our handlers 
basically hadn't done shit, and it seemed like they had no 
intentions of helping us out. Even with innocent civilians in 
danger, they were nowhere to be seen. 

They probably told themselves that they were avoiding 
an international incident. Basically, it was really just some 



bullshit excuse to get rid of some low-life criminals. But I 
wasn't easily gotten rid of, and neither was Trip. 

I lay back against the pillows and let my mind drift. I 
found myself remembering the night, years ago, when I 
decided that I couldn't be with Lacey anymore. 

It was the day before I disappeared. I had just found out 
from a friend about the Bloods and the stolen cars, and it 
had fully sunk in that I was either dead or I was gone. 

I chose gone, as badly as that hurt. And I chose to break 
the heart of the one person that really gave a shit about me 
only a couple of months after I had finally given in to how I 
really felt. 

We knew our parents were dating at the time, but we 
didn't care. At least I didn't. I'd been desperate for her for 
years, even though I was too cool to do anything about it. I 
was too busy getting high and stealing cars, right up until 
the end. 

I just couldn't see Lacey for what she really was. Every 
day in Mexico I missed her smile and the way she laughed at 
my jokes. I missed the way she touched my arm and the way 
she frowned when she was angry. 

And I missed the way she tasted. I missed her firm ass, 
her nice tits, and her sweet fucking pussy. Shit, that day in 
the bookstore was incredible, and even more amazing for 
the fact that she'd refused to actually sleep with me. 

I smiled to myself softly. We did other stuff, plenty of 
other amazing shit, but she wanted to wait until we had 
graduated high school. I never understood that. I'd never 
been the type to wait. 

But that was one of my biggest regrets. Not getting her 
pussy while I really had the chance. 

Now, things were too fucked. We'd be lucky if we lived 
through the week. 

I felt myself spiraling into sleep and embraced it. A few 
hours of oblivion would be nice before I tore my family to 
shreds. 



I woke up with a start. It felt like no time at all had passed, 
and I was still wearing all my clothes. A quick glance at the 
clock said it was around four in the afternoon, which was 
surprising. 

It was the first time since leaving Mexico that I had slept 
for more than a couple of hours at one time. 

I rolled out of bed, yawned, checked my phone for 
messages from Trip, and then showered. It felt good to let 
the hot water rinse the grime from my face and my body. 

The memory of our escape from Mexico came flooding 
back. The old man knocking on my door and telling me that 
I needed to get out. No other information, nothing. He just 
walked away. I still didn't know why he did it. 

I didn't hesitate. If I had, I would've been dead, and my 
whole family would've been slaughtered as a message to the 
whole cartel: don't fuck with El Tiburon. 

There was no time. I threw some clothes into a bag, 
grabbed my piece, grabbed my doctored passports, and got 
into the car. My only stop was to pick up Trip, but other than 
that we basically drove straight across the border and up to 
Hammond in a couple of days. 

I still had no clue what happened. I had no clue how my 
cover got blown. I know I didn't make any mistakes, I was 
more than careful. El Tiburon liked me, gave me the good 
jobs, and there was even talk that I was getting promoted. 

Then suddenly, without warning, I was on the run. 

It wasn't like I wanted Castillo to like me. But in order to 
achieve my mission and have my slate wiped clean, I had to 
get close to him. My handlers insisted that they have a man 
on the inside as close to the top as possible before making 
their move. They couldn't risk things going south, or else 
there would be political repercussions. After all, the United 
States doesn't officially meddle in another country's affairs 
like that. 



My fucking handlers. The same men that abandoned Trip 
and me when we needed them most. 

After the shower, I shaved and put on some clean clothes. 
I slipped the gun into my waistband and headed out, 
figuring I could relieve Trip for a few hours. 

I got lucky and caught the bus out toward my mom's 
house with only a few minutes of waiting. I watched as the 
old familiar streets and houses passed by, and I wondered at 
all the new additions. 

That was how it happened. Things changed gradually in a 
town, and if you lived among those changes, you barely 
even registered them. But if you left a place and came back 
years later, those changes seemed sudden and jarring, and 
you couldn't help but take note of it. 

Hammond felt the same and different. I didn't try to get 
used to it, since I knew we'd be leaving soon, but I couldn't 
help but wonder. 

What had happened to the world since I left? 

The bus pulled over and I climbed out. I leaned against 
the side of the bus stop, looking around the area. 

Trip should have been pretty easy to spot. We had 
scouted out the house and the area yesterday and agreed 
on a few watch points, but I couldn't see him standing at 
any of the agreed on places. 

I took a quick walk around the perimeter, figuring maybe 
he had just gone for a short hike to stretch his legs, but Trip 
wasn't anywhere. I'd worked countless jobs with him and 
never once had he left his post for any reasons. He'd been 
one of the most reliable guys I knew. 

Something clenched in my stomach. It was the same 
feeling I got whenever something bad was about to happen, 
like my animal instincts kicked in and knew something 
about the world that my normal human mind hadn't figured 
out yet. That feeling had gotten me out of a lot of situations, 
and I had learned to trust it. 



I moved quickly and silently, keeping as hidden as I 
could, toward my Mom's house. I crouched down behind 
some bushes across the street and watched the house for a 
minute. 

There was no movement near the windows that I could 
make out. It seemed quiet, like a normal suburban house 
during the day. Then again, my Mom's car was in the 
driveway and Jeff's motorcycle was in the street, which 
meant they were both home early from work. The phrase 
"quiet, too quiet" rang through my head, and although I 
knew it was a cliche, I also knew there was some truth to it. 

I moved closer to the house, keeping low. As I got nearer, 
my heart sank as I noticed the front door. 

It was left slightly ajar. Not by much, but it looked like 
someone had pulled it shut behind them in a hurry and 
hadn't made sure it had caught. 

I stared at it, wracking my brain, trying to remember if 
that was a common problem or not. I couldn't remember a 
single time that it had happened to me in all the times I had 
been in and out of that house. Then again, it wasn't my 
childhood home, so I wasn't sure if that was normal or not. 

I pulled the gun from my pants and flicked off the safety. I 
slipped a silencer from my pocket and slowly twisted it into 
place. Our handlers did one thing right, I thought ruefully. At 
least they fucking armed us well. 

I crept up the driveway, keeping low behind the car, and 
slipped along the wall toward the front door. I stopped just 
outside of it, straining to hear something. 

There were voices inside, but not nearby. I guessed they 
were toward the back of the house, in the living room. I 
couldn't make out any words, but they were hushed and 
insistent. 

My heart thudding rough in my chest, I pushed open the 
front door and stepped inside, moving silently. 

There was nobody in the front hall or within my sightline. 

I pushed the door closed behind me but left it slightly ajar 



again, making sure it made no noise to tip them off. 

Where the fuck is Trip?\ wondered. I needed some 
backup, especially considering I didn't know what I was 
walking into. There was no way this should be happening, 
not with him watching the place. 

And yet, as I got farther into the house, creeping along 
the hall, the voices became more distinct. 

My mother was crying softly. Jeff kept saying something, 
over and over, and it sounded like he was trying to be 
reassuring. 

And above all of that, most important of all, were two 
male voices, both speaking Spanish. 

“Where the fuck is he?" the one man said. 

“He'll be back." 

"That fucker better be right." 

"He'll come. He can't stay away." 

I slowly, agonizingly slowly, looked around the corner and 
cringed at what I saw. 

Jeff and my mom were sitting on the couch. Their hands 
were bound in front of them with duct tape. My mom was 
crying softly, and Jeff was doing his best to keep her calm, 
speaking quietly into her ear. 

Standing in front of them, one looking at his phone and 
the other looking out the back window, were two Mexicans. I 
recognized both of them: muscle for El Tiburon. They 
weren't particularly high up in the organization, and were 
definitely nowhere near my level, but two of them were a 
problem. 

I took a deep breath and moved across the hall, getting 
into the kitchen. I needed a better angle on them if I was 
going to take them out without hurting Jeff and my mom. I 
waited for a minute as the one started talking on the phone, 
probably reporting back to the cartel. They didn't seem to 
hear me, so I crept forward, crouched low behind the 
counters. 



I slowly raised myself, gun held forward, hands braced on 
the countertop. I had a clear angle on the guy with the 
phone. Juan, I remembered suddenly as I lined up the shot. 
He was ten feet away, an easy distance for me. But I needed 
to be fast if I was going to get them both. 

Just as I was about to squeeze the trigger, my mom 
looked up at me. 

Her eyes were shocked. Jeff followed her gaze and looked 
equally surprised. 

I fired, the bullet piercing Juan's temple. He crumpled to 
the ground without another word, blood spraying onto the 
wall behind him. 

The other guy moved fast. I lined up my next shot and 
fired, the gun jumping in my hand as the bullet exploded 
toward him. I missed my mark and hit him in the shoulder, 
spinning him backward toward the sliding glass door. I fired 
twice more, missing both. 

“Mother fucker!" he yelled. 

“Drop the gun, asshole," I called back in Spanish. 

He was suddenly firing back, the loud roar of his pistol 
filling the small space. I shot back, one bullet shattering the 
glass behind him. My mom and Jeff immediately dropped to 
the floor, my mom's screams filling the short silences 
between gunshots. 

I dropped down into cover, cursing. This wasn't supposed 
to happen. Having a fucking shootout in a suburban house 
was pretty much the perfect way to get us all caught and 
fucking murdered. If the cops got me, I was going to get 
shanked in prison, and my family was going to get lynched 
not long after. 

They couldn't protect them from El Tiburon. Castillo had 
money and men everywhere. His reach was long and 
powerful. Only I could fix everything. 

I came up again, firing. The guy was using the couch as 
cover but was shooting wildly, barely aiming. He must have 
been in pain because his shots all went way wide of their 



mark. I carefully put two bullets into the couch, right near 
his face, forcing him back and down. 

And then three more shots rang out, and the shooting 
was finished. 

Standing near the broken back, glass sliding door was 
Trip, his gun smoking. 

“Clear," he called out, coming into the room and 
sweeping the space. 

I stood and came out from behind my cover. 

“Where the fuck were you?" I yelled. 

“I was taking a piss. I swear I wasn't gone for more than a 
few minutes." 

I put the gun away, back into my waistband, and ran over 
to Jeff and my mom. 

“Camden?" Mom said, her eyes wild. “What's 
happening?" 

"Are you okay?" 

She nodded. 

“We're okay. Who are they?" Jeff asked, angry and 
terrified. 

“Listen, we have to get out of here. We don't have much 
time." 

“You just killed them," Mom said softly. 

“They were going to kill us." 

"We need to call the police," Jeff cut in. 

"No police. If we call the cops, I'm going to prison and 
you're all going to die." 

They gaped at me, clearly at a loss, as I ripped the tape 
from their wrists. 

"What did you do?" Jeff asked. 

“Cam, we need to leave," Trip said, looking out a window. 
“Curious neighbors are gathering." 

“Mom, Jeff, I lied about what happened in Mexico," I said, 
helping them up. “I got caught stealing and running scams, 
that part's true, but I was caught by a drug cartel." 

More lies. Lies on top of lies. 



"A drug cartel? Why?" Mom asked. 

"They recruited me. They wanted me to work for them." 

"They're Mexican drug dealers?" Jeff asked. 

"Me and this guy," I said, nodding at Trip, "were both 
members of the cartel. But something happened and now 
we're wanted men." 

"What happened?" 

"I don't know. Somebody tipped me off that the cartel 
planned on killing the two of us, and so we ran." 

I hated lying. But what else could I do? I wasn't allowed 
to tell them the truth, and the off chance that my handlers 
could help one day was worth keeping their secrets. 

"This is insane," Mom whispered, her eyes wide. 

"I know. I'm so sorry I brought this down on you." 

"We need the police," Jeff said again. 

"Jeff, forget the fucking police. We need to run, and we 
need to run now." 

"What about Lacey?" 

"We'll get her on the way." 

"Where are we going?" 

"Alaska. We know some people there that can keep us 
safe for a while, at least until I can get in touch with my 
handlers and get this shit figured out." 

"We can't leave here," Mom said. "This is our home. This 
is insane." 

Trip walked over. "I'm sorry, folks. But what he's saying is 
the gospel truth. We need to go right this second. There are 
two people out there on phones, and I'm guessing they're 
calling the cops." 

I looked at my mom, pleading. "You have to believe me, 
Mom. I would never have done any of this if I had any other 
choice. You have to trust me." 

She stared at me quietly for a second, took a deep 
breath, and seemed to gather herself. 

"Okay. I'll go." 

"What?" Jeff said. "No, Lynn. We're waiting for the police." 



I looked at Jeff. “My mom is coming. You can stay and get 
murdered if you want, but I'm also getting Lacey and getting 
the fuck out of here." 

He clenched his jaw. “I always knew you were a low-life 
piece of shit." 

"Yeah, maybe. But right now I'm your only ticket to a 
continued life." 

He didn't respond, and so I nodded at Trip. I walked over 
to Juan's body and grabbed the phone from his hands, 
careful not to step in blood, and then led my mom out the 
back door. I snapped the phone and tossed it away. We 
crossed through the back fence, cut through the neighbor's 
yard, and were out on the opposite street. 

Trip followed with Jeff, both moving right behind us. My 
mind was swirling with possibilities. 

"Do you have cellphones?" I asked Mom. 

"Yes." She looked at Jeff and he shook his head. 

"Smash it." 

"Smash my phone?" 

"They can potentially track us." 

She pulled it out of her pocket and held it out to me. I 
ripped out the battery and threw it away. 

"We need a car," I said to Trip. 

"Around here." 

I followed him down the street, made a right, and saw the 
black car up ahead. 

"Good thinking." 

"Always be prepared," he said, grinning. 

He unlocked the doors and I helped my mom climb in. 

She was white as a ghost, probably still in shock, but she 
wasn't hyperventilating or screaming. Actually, she seemed 
like she had her shit together, or at least as much as was 
reasonable. 

Jeff, however, looked angry. I knew he was going to be a 
problem, and sooner rather than later. But I couldn't deal 



with him, not yet. Trip climbed into the passenger's seat and 
I got into the driver's side. 

“We need to get my stepsister," I said. 

Trip nodded. I started the car and pulled out. 

It was silent for the first part of the trip. I could sense the 
terror rising in the back seat. I wanted to yell at Trip, scream 
at him, beat his face until it was a bloody pulp. I wanted him 
to spit blood and teeth into my hands. 

But I needed him for the moment. The piece of shit had 
fucked up and put my family in a lot of danger, but he had 
also shown up when I needed him. 

As far as I knew, they'd never seen someone get killed 
before. I could only imagine what was going on inside their 
heads. 

“Cam," Trip said softly, turning up the radio slightly. "We 
need to talk about this plan." 

“What's wrong?" 

"They got to that house pretty fast, didn't they?" 

I nodded. The same thing had occurred to me, though I 
wasn't sure what it meant. 

“So what?" 

“So they're not messing around." 

“Juan was on the phone just before I shot him." 

Trip raised an eyebrow. “With Mexico?" 

“I think so." 

"Then they probably know we're here." 

“Think they have other people in the area?" 

"Maybe. But do we really want to find out?" 

I was silent then, chewing it over. We pulled into the Salty 
Whale's parking lot a few minutes later, and I cut the 
engine. 

“Be careful, Cam." 

“I will." 

“What's happening?" my mom asked. 

I looked back at her. “I'm getting Lacey. Then we're 
hitting the road." 



I checked my gun. I had some bullets left but not a full 
clip. I slipped it back into my pants. 

“Be back in a minute," I said to Trip. He nodded. 

I climbed out of the car, my mind a mess of conflicting 
emotions. 

What could I possibly say to Lacey to convince her that I 
wasn't joking? Our parents had just seen me kill a man, 
which made it simple to convince them that something was 
going on. But Lacey was still blissfully unaware, although I 
had told her some of the truth earlier. 

I was probably going to have to drag her out of there, I 
realized. 

I grinned to myself. That might actually be pretty fun. 



Chapter Five: Lacey 



I leaned up against the old bookshelf, making sure that my 
elbows didn't accidentally cause a paper avalanche, and 
began to read. It was an older book about a huge scoundrel 
and the lady he wanted, and although I wouldn't have told 
my friends about it, I had to admit that I loved a good trashy 
romance every once in a while. After a long day at work, 
nothing beat some sexy guy taking what he wanted. 

It was a great escape. It hadn't been the easiest of days 
at the bookstore, and my conversation with Camden kept 
running through my mind. I couldn't really believe his story, 
that he was involved with a Mexican drug cartel and that 
they wanted to harm us, but I also couldn't imagine that 
he'd make it up. 

So why only tell me the truth and not our parents? That 
part didn't make sense. Well, the whole thing was absurd, 
but that part kept sticking with me. He was so frustrating, 
such a selfish prick, that sometimes I couldn't stand him. 

And yet he was the only person I thought about all day long, 
even if it was about how much I wanted to slap his 
handsome face. 

But reading that romance novel made the world suddenly 
light. It wasn't going to solve any of my problems, but it sure 
was entertaining and absorbing. So absorbing that I didn't 
notice him approach until it was too late. 

"Lacey." 



I looked up, startled, quickly shutting the book. 
"Camden?" 

"We need to talk." 

"What do you want? I'm at work." 

I frowned at him, but the expression on his face brought 
me up short. He looked as serious as he did when he first 
told me about the cartel and the trouble we were all in, and 
it took my breath away for half a second. 

"Something happened." He paused and looked at the 
cover of the book I was reading, a smirk covering his face. 
"Nice book." 

I glanced down at it. "Shut up, okay?" I felt a blush rise to 
my face. 

"I had a feeling you'd be into something like that." 

"What's that supposed to mean?" 

"You're much dirtier than you pretend." 

I felt a thrill run through me. "What do you want, 
Camden? I'm busy." 

He sighed, gathering himself. "You need to come with 
me." 

"No, thanks. I still have an hour on my shift." 

"Something happened with our parents. They're outside 
in the car." 

I paused. "Are they okay?" 

"They're fine. But. . ." He trailed off, shaking his head. 
"You won't believe me." 

"Then don't bother." 

I moved past him, heading toward the back of the store. I 
heard the floor creak as he followed me. 

"You're not safe here, Lace. We need to go right now." 

"Go where?" I didn't bother looking back as I idly 
straightened up the books, heading for the second floor. 

"Away from here. The Mexicans caught up to us. I have to 
pull our parents out." 

"Oh, the Mexicans are here," I said, rolling my eyes. "How 
convenient." 



I went to step up onto the staircase when he grabbed my 
arm, his grip firm and pulling me back. I stumbled and 
nearly tripped over a stack of unfortunately placed books 
and slammed directly into his chest. It was like hitting a 
brick wall, if that brick wall were made of muscle and 
smelled incredible. 

“I'm not fucking around," he growled, his hand 
tightening. "We have to run." 

I looked up at him, shocked. He'd never talked to me that 
way before, let alone grabbed me. I almost didn't recognize 
the man that was staring back at me. 

"Let me go, asshole," I mumbled, trying to get away. 

He held me tight. "We walk out together or I carry you. 

I'm not joking around." 

"Don't be such a dick." His grip was almost painful, but 
part of me liked it. I liked how close I was standing and how 
intense he looked. I knew he was just messing around with 
me, and was probably going to admit to the joke any 
second, but I wanted to drink him in while I had the chance. 

Because in two seconds I was going to slap the shit out of 
him. 

"Okay," he said, and suddenly he wrapped his arms 
around me. 

"Camden, what the fuck!" I said as he lifted me up off the 
floor. I struggled slightly, kicking my feet, but still careful of 
all the books all over the place. 

"Calm down, Lace," he said as he walked toward the 
front, my body thrown over his shoulder like it was nothing. 

"Put me down, you psycho!" 

I punched his back a few times, shocked he'd actually 
grab me like this. While I was outraged, there was a part of 
me that was beyond excited. I could feel how wet I was 
already, which only made me more angry and embarrassed. 

"I told you I had to do this." 

"You can't just pick someone up whenever you want." 



He grunted and adjusted his grip, throwing me farther 
over his shoulder. I let out a gasp and a small yell and 
started to punch him in the back even harder. 

"Put me down, you fucking asshole." 

"Stop punching me," he grunted as he moved fast toward 
the front door. 

"Is everything okay?" 

I looked up at the owner of the Salty Whale, Mr. Ellsworth. 
He was an old man, easily in his seventies, maybe his 
eighties. He wore the same dress slacks and dress shirt 
every day, and his hair was a shock of white cotton puff 
dropped on his wrinkly head. His eyes were narrowed at 
Camden and me as Camden blew past him. 

"We're fine," I called out at Mr. Ellsworth. "This is my 
asshole stepbrother." 

Camden just grunted and kept moving, completely 
ignoring Mr. Ellsworth. He crossed the room in what seemed 
like three steps while I continued to punch him in the back 
and yell at him, but he didn't flinch. He didn't even seem to 
feel it as he pushed through the front door one-handed and 
barreled over toward the car. I felt like I was floating, locked 
against his hard body. It simultaneously excited and angered 
the shit out of me. 

He dropped me back on the ground. Rage flowed through 
me, making me see red, all excitement gone. Who the fuck 
did he think he was, picking me up like a child and throwing 
me over his shoulder? I reached back my hand and whipped 
it at his face, but he moved even faster than I thought 
possible and caught my wrist a few inches from his cheek. 

"You'll thank me later," he growled at me. 

"Let me hit you and I'll thank you." 

"Get in the car." He nodded and I followed his gaze. 

The look on my dad's face drew me up short. It was pure 
fear and worry, and he was looking around the parking lot 
like someone was going to follow us any second. Meanwhile, 
Camden's mom was crying softly to herself and staring down 



into her lap. Another man, gruff looking like Camden, was 
sitting in the passenger seat. 

“What's going on?" I said, and Camden let my hand drop. 

"Told you. Mexicans caught up to us." He gave me a 
gentle push toward the car. "Get in and I'll explain." 

"Why is Lynn crying?" 

"Lacey," he said, exasperated. "Get in or I swear I'll shove 
you in head first." 

I found myself moving toward the car, compelled by some 
invisible force. Whatever humor or lightness in his voice 
from earlier in the day was completely gone, replaced by a 
business-like seriousness that seemed totally out of his 
character. Or at least it used to be. I realized I didn't know 
the new Camden. Although I saw his old self there in 
everything he did, there was a new aspect to him 
overshadowing that old self completely. 

He pulled open the door for me and I climbed in. 

"Lacey," Dad said, wrapping me in a hug. 

"What's going on?" I asked. 

Camden shut the door and walked around the car, 
climbing into the driver's seat. 

"Took too long," the man I didn't recognize said. 

"Shut up, Trip." Camden put the car in gear and pulled 
out of the spot. 

"It was so horrible," Lynn mumbled. 

"Dad?" I asked him. 

"We need to go with Camden now, sweetie." 

The fear in his voice sent a jolt of lightning through my 
core. 

Was it really true, everything he told me? 

There was no way. It was too wild, too insane. And yet the 
look on Lynn's face and the fear in my dad's voice both 
suggested that something real and really bad was going on. 

Camden pulled out of the parking lot and started to head 
west toward the border of town. He was driving fast but not 
dangerously, and his gaze didn't stray an inch from the road. 



“Is someone going to tell me what's going on?" I 
snapped. 

The man called Trip turned around and looked at me, a 
sheepish smile on his face. 

“Everything's okay," he said. 

“Who the hell is this?" I asked my dad. 

He shook his head. "Friend of Camden's." 

“I'm Trip." 

"I swear I'm climbing out of this car in one second if 
someone doesn't start talking." 

“I already told you," Camden said loudly. "The cartel is 
here and we need to get out of town." 

I looked at my dad, and the look on his face all but 
confirmed it. 

“What happened?" I asked him softly. 

"We had no clue," he said slowly. “I answered the door, 
assuming it was just someone trying to sell something. They 
came in and tied us up, started to threaten us, said they'd 
kill us if we didn't find Camden." 

He paused and looked away. A stone the size of the Rocky 
Mountains lodged itself into my guts. 

"That can't be real." 

He looked back. "Camden showed up. He killed the guys 
holding us captive and here we are." 

I looked at Camden. “You killed someone?" 

He didn't look back at me. “Only because I had to." 

Lynn began to cry harder and Dad turned to comfort her, 
speaking softly into her ear. 

“We need to call the police," I said. 

"No cops," Trip and Camden both said at the same time. 

"They can help us," I said, confused. Why wouldn't we 
call the police? Why were we just driving when Camden had 
killed someone? 

"No, they can't," Camden said. "Trip, you explain." 

Trip looked back at me, still smiling his sheepish smile. I 
wanted to smack it off his face but kept myself under 



control. 

“If the cops come, me and Camden are going away. Once 
in prison, we'll get shanked in some dirty shower one night, 
and you all will get murdered in your beds." 

"That can't be true. The police can protect us." 

"No, they can't. The cartels have more money, time, and 
manpower than any police agency. Now that two of theirs 
are dead, El Tiburon won't stop until he gets revenge." 

"El Tiburon? Is that a joke?" My brain wracked itself for 
what I remembered from Spanish class, but it couldn't find 
anything. 

He shrugged. "Cartel leaders like to have nicknames. His 
means The Shark.'" 

I sat back in my seat, shock washing over me in waves. 
Lynn continued to cry and Dad continued to comfort her 
while Camden stared at the road stone-faced and Trip 
fiddled with the radio. 

I stared out the window, practically numb. This couldn't 
be happening. Camden just came back, out of nowhere, and 
suddenly he was bringing down the wrath of some random 
Mexican drug cartel. Not to mention he was murdering 
people now, too. 

"This doesn't make sense," I mumbled. 

"I'm sorry, Lace," Camden said. 

I glared at him. "Don't talk to me. You did this to us." 

His expression didn't change. "I know. And I'm sorry this 
is happening." 

"Great, Camden is sorry yet again. How many times do 
you get to royally fuck our lives up before you just go away 
for good?" 

"Damn," Trip muttered. 

Camden was silent for a minute. "I'm going to fix this," he 
said finally. 

"Yeah? Are you going to somehow go back in time so 
Lynn doesn't have to be totally traumatized? Are you going 
to make this cartel magically go away?" 



“I'm going to fix it," he repeated, and the car fell into 
silence. 

As we got onto the highway, heading west, driving fast 
away from town, I realized that all of my plans had changed 
irrevocably. It seemed almost trite and silly to realize that 
my summer plans were all out the window, but I had been 
banking on a certain kind of life. 

Now, suddenly and without warning, Camden was back 
and we were on the run from Mexican gangsters. No matter 
what happened, nothing was ever going to be the same for 
us again. My life was changed forever. 

All because of him. That bastard, that self-absorbed, 
cocky asshole. No matter how he made me feel when he was 
around, he ruined everything. He was an unstoppable 
hurricane, even years ago. He did whatever he wanted and 
didn't care about the consequences. 

Suddenly, my whole life was a consequence of his stupid 
mistakes. We were all getting dragged down. 

And yet, for as angry and shocked as I was, part of me 
believed we'd make it out alive. 

If there was anyone in the world that could fix ourfucked- 
up situation, it was him. As much as I hated to admit it, I 
knew it was him. 



Chapter Six: Camden 



I hated that look on her face. 

It was pure loathing and scorn. I knew I deserved it, knew 
I was bringing more pain and horror into my family's lives 
than they deserved, but it still hurt. Of everyone in the 
world, I cared about what Lacey thought of me, and clearly 
she thought I was a piece of shit at the moment. 

Who could blame her, though? My poor mother was busy 
going through full-on post-traumatic stress in the backseat 
as we sped out of town. And as far as Lacey was concerned, I 
was a murderer. 

I felt slightly better once we were on the highway. I knew 
that Castillo's men wouldn't try to run us off the road, and 
we'd be relatively safe if we stayed off the grid and were 
careful. Still, they knew where we were, and it was very 
possible that they could catch up to us at any moment. 

"Cam," Trip said softly. "I think we should talk about this 
plan." 

I looked at him, raising an eyebrow. "What's the matter?" 

He shook his head, glancing into the backseat. It was 
clear that he meant, not in front of them. 

"Anyone need a break?" I asked the car. 

"I'm starving myself," Trip said. 

Nobody else answered. 

"Okay. We'll stop off at the next rest stop." 






Trip gave me a look but I ignored him, keeping my eyes 
locked on the road. 

Lacey was staring out the back window, her face a mask 
of anger and confusion. I had no clue what was running 
through her mind, but I was sure it wasn't good. 

After all, I was a selfish hurricane leaving destruction in 
my wake. And I couldn't even deny that. Truth was, ever 
since I left for Mexico, I'd been seeing more and more the 
truth of who and what I was becoming. 

Things changed. I was trying to do something different, 
something good. But I couldn't tell them all about it, not yet 
at least. My handlers had sworn me to secrecy, and I was 
afraid of losing what privileges I still had by telling everyone 
the total truth. 

We drove on in silence until I spotted the first rest stop. I 
pulled off toward the bland, squat building, the parking lot 
full of bored and tired people who only wanted to get where 
they were going. Rest stops were both necessary and 
bizarre. Nobody went to a rest stop as a destination, and yet 
there were plenty of people there at all times, either working 
or waiting. 

I pulled into a spot well away from the other cars and cut 
the engine. 

"Should we be stopping?" Jeff asked. 

"It's fine," I said. "Go use the bathroom if you guys need 
to. We're not stopping again for a while." 

Lacey climbed out of the car and stalked off toward the 
building without a word. Jeff and my Mom followed her 
silently, staring ahead like zombies. 

I climbed out and leaned against the hood of the car. Trip 
stood in front of me, his arms crossed. 

"Shit situation," he said. 

"No kidding." 

"Folks seem to be taking it well." 

"They watched me kill a guy." 



"They'll get over it." He paused. "They saw me kill the 
other. And it's not like you had a choice." 

"About that," I said, standing up. "Where were you back 
there?" 

"Told you. I had to take a piss break." 

"One hell of a piss break." 

"Look, I'm sorry. You know I'm not built for long 
stakeouts." 

I clenched my jaw. I wanted to hit him, but he had helped 
save my life back during the shootout. 

"You can't fuck up like that again." 

"I know, Cam." 

"If the cartel doesn't kill you, I will." 

He grinned. "Loud and clear, captain." 

I wanted to keep pressing, but I knew it wouldn't do any 
good. It wasn't worth going over and over the same ground. 
We had to move forward. "Okay. Why did you want to stop?" 

"Well, there's the matter of our plan." 

"You mean that completely fucked thing that's basically 
useless now?" 

"Yeah, that," he said, laughing. 

"I've been thinking about it." I looked back at the 
building, frowning, and then back at Trip. "I think we should 
split up." 

He raised an eyebrow. "Why?" 

"The Mexicans only have so many guys. They can't track 
us both effectively." 

"But we'll be more vulnerable if we split up." 

"True. We just have to make sure we don't get caught." 

He frowned. "I don't like it." 

"What was your idea then?" 

"Can't really say I have one." 

"You take my parents," I said, "and I'll take Lacey." 

"Good luck with that. Girl seems to despise you." 

"Do you fucking blame her?" I leaned back up against the 
car again with a grunt. 



"Nah, I don't. Why don't you just tell them about the 
agency?" 

"You know we can't do that." 

"Cam, man, the fucking CIA doesn't give a shit about us 
anymore." 

"Maybe. But if we start telling state secrets and shit like 
that, we're completely on our own." 

"We're on our own right now." 

"I'm not so sure we are." 

"Look, Cam. Tell the girl at least. Maybe it'll help her hate 
you a little less." 

I sighed and shook my head. Trip didn't understand and 
he never would. He didn't know about my past with Lacey 
and how she made me feel every time she was around. To 
him, we were just stepbrother and stepsister. But in my mind 
she was still Lacey, the girl I'd had a crush on ever since I 
first met her, the girl I thought about every time I jerked off. 
The girl I let go. 

"Maybe," I said, shrugging. 

After that, we talked about where we would go. Trip 
decided he'd take a shot at crossing the Canadian border 
right away and try to travel that way. He'd cut north, which 
meant his trip would be shorter than mine. I was going to 
move through America until we hit the coast, and then start 
traveling north from there. 

It was going to be a long trip. Alaska was far, far away 
from Hammond, especially by car. We were looking at a 
week, possibly more, assuming we drove at least eight hours 
a day. And since Trip was taking a more direct route, he was 
going to get there a few days before I did. 

Which was good, since they were his people and he 
needed to make contact. 

As we finalized our plans, Lacey and our parents walked 
back up to us. Lynn looked marginally more interested, 
though Lacey still had an awful scowl on her face. 

"We need to talk," Jeff said. 



Trip grinned at me and stepped away. 

“What's up, Jeff? We need to get moving." 

“First, tell us what's happening." 

I nodded. "We're going to Juneau, Alaska. Trip knows 
some people there, people that can keep us safe." 

He frowned, looking skeptical. "How do you know that's 
true?" 

"Trip is as fucked as we are." 

Trip raised an eyebrow, pretending like he hadn't heard. 

"Assuming these people are real, what then?" 

"Then we wait." 

"How long?" 

"Weeks, months. Maybe years." 

"We can't just hide out in Alaska for a few years. We have 
a life." 

"I know, Jeff. I'm hoping it doesn't come to that." 

"Me and Lynn were talking. What if we called the police 
but you guys left?" 

"Not happening." 

"We'll take the risk. We understand." 

"Listen to me, Jeff," I said, getting in his face. "If you 
leave with Lynn right now, you will die. But not quickly. The 
Mexicans will torture you for information about me first, and 
you'll give it to them. Then I'm fucked and you're fucked and 
we're all dead." 

"It can't be that simple," he said, exasperated. 

"It's that fucking simple." I looked at Lacey and Lynn. 
"Anything else?" 

"When did you become such an asshole?" Lacey asked. 

I ignored her. "We have a new plan." 

"Great," she mumbled. 

"We're splitting up." 

They looked stunned and angry all at once. 

"Absolutely not," Jeff said. 

"I'm not splitting up from anyone," Lynn nearly yelled. 

"You changed," Lacey whispered, shaking her head. 



“Calm down," I said loudly, raising my hands. "Listen to 
me. We're still meeting in Juneau in a few days, but we're 
going different ways. Jeff and Lynn, you're going with Trip." I 
looked at Lacey and gave her my best grin, almost loving 
her reaction. "And you're with me, Lacey girl." 

"No, thanks," Lacey said. "I'm not going anywhere with 
just you." 

"It's for the best," Trip said, rejoining the group. 

Jeff and Lynn spoke at the same time, both saying how 
they'd rather call the police, how they'd rather take their 
chances, the police can surely help, and I couldn't take it 
anymore. I knew they were in shock and didn't understand 
how serious their situation was, but they were being such 
stubborn idiots. 

"Enough," I said, yelling over them. "Get in the fucking 
car right now." 

Jeff blinked. "Don't talk to us that way. We're just scared." 

"I get it," I said slowly. "But you haven't figured it out yet. 
There is no arguing or discussing right now, because a gang 
of violent drug dealers wants to murder us all. Me and Trip 
are your only way out." 

"Okay," Mom said suddenly. "Okay, we'll go with him." 

Everyone was quiet for a second, and the tension 
suddenly seemed to drain from the moment. 

"Are you sure?" Jeff asked her. 

"I don't know why Camden is involved with these people, 
but he saved us earlier. I trust him." 

"Thank you, Mom," I said softly. 

She walked up to me and hugged me tightly. "Promise 
we'll see you in a few days." 

"I promise." I returned the hug, feeling a mess of 
emotions. 

She let go and stepped back, gave me a quick smile, and 
then ducked into the car. Jeff frowned at me for a second and 
then followed her. 

"Better go before they change their minds," I said to Trip. 



"See you in Juneau, brother." 

We clasped hands, and then he climbed into the car. I 
walked to the back of the car and patted the trunk. He 
popped it, and I smiled ear to ear. Trip was one prepared 
motherfucker. 

I grabbed one of the two duffel bags and shut the trunk. 
Trip gave me a thumbs-up and then pulled out toward the 
on-ramp. 

I watched them disappear onto the highway before 
turning back to Lacey. She was staring at me with this 
strange look on her face. 

"Guess it's just us now," I said. 

"You realize we're stranded here?" 

I laughed. "I guess we are." 

"Seriously, we don't have a car." 

I looked around the parking lot. "Plenty of cars around 
here." 

"Camden." 

"It's okay," I said, grinning. I felt excited for the first time 
in a long time as Lacey stared at me. I took her body in, 
running my eyes up and down her figure, and then reached 
into the duffel to pull out a small stack of cash. 

"We'll pay for whatever we take," I said, laughing loudly. 



Chapter Seven: Lacey 



I'd never seen someone steal a car before. 

Camden made quick work of it though as my heart 
hammered in my chest. It wasn't the worst thing that was 
happening at the moment, I figured, but it was definitely 
pretty bad. 

"We're stranding someone else here," I said to him as he 
popped open the lock with a long black tool slipped between 
the window and the doorframe. 

"I'm aware of that." 

"And that's okay?" 

He looked at me and shook his head, not responding. He 
climbed into the front seat and began to take off the bottom 
panel nearthe ignition. 

"Seriously, Camden, after everything today, we're just 
stealing a car?" 

"We're in a hurry," he said, concentrating on his task. 
"Now stop talking and make sure nobody is coming." 

I scowled at him for a second. I had to admit, it was pretty 
impressive how quickly he got the door open and was inside. 
He looked competent and serious as he began to fiddle with 
some wires, a screwdriver-like tool shoved into the ignition. 

But he was stealing a car. Even back in the day, when I 
knew he was trouble, he kept that part of him away from me. 
At least, he didn't let me see it directly. I was a good person, 
or at least I always thought I was. I'd never stolen anything 



in my entire life, let alone some crappy sedan from the 
parking lot of a rest stop. Even though I knew we needed it, 
knew that not getting a car could mean something way 
worse than whatever was going to happen to the owner of 
the car, I still felt bad. 

“Fuck yeah," he said as the engine suddenly turned over 
and the car came to life. 

I looked in at him. "Proud of yourself?" 

"Always." 

"You shouldn't be." 

"Whoever owns this car isn't being chased by violent 
criminals." He grinned at me. "Hurry up and get in. We have 
a lot of ground to cover." 

I walked around to the passenger side and climbed in 
with a huff. I watched as he put his tools back into the duffle 
and began to count out the bills, all of them hundreds. He 
rolled them into a tight ball and wrapped a rubber band 
around their bulk. 

"What are you doing?" I asked. 

"Like I said, paying for it." 

He reached out of the car and dropped the wad of bills on 
the ground. 

"How do you know the real owner of this car is going to 
get that money?" 

"I don't. But the universe tends to right itself sometimes." 

"That's crazy." 

He shrugged, putting the car into gear. "We picked a car 
parked relatively far away from the others on the opposite 
side of the building. I'm guessing that the person who owns 
this car also works here and that this spot doesn't get much 
traffic. I'm confident he'll find it." 

"This is insane," I mumbled for the hundredth time that 
hour as Camden laughed and pulled out into traffic. 

We were back on the road, keeping up with traffic but not 
driving too fast, heading west toward the coast. I crossed my 



arms and leaned back in my seat, pointedly not talking to 
Camden. 

My mind drifted as the sun set and the miles added up. I 
thought about my Dad and Lynn, about what they had seen 
that upset them so much. I knew Camden had killed 
someone, but I hadn't actually witnessed it. The idea of 
Camden shooting a Mexican gangster was so absurd and 
fake that I really wasn't treating it like it had happened. 

But it was real, it was all real. I'd been convinced of that, 
as much as I hated it. We were in the thick of something that 
I didn't understand, all because of him, that cocky bastard. 

For some reason, as we hit the third hour of our drive and 
I began to feel tired, a memory came rushing back. It was 
early on in our relationship, right around when we finally 
decided we'd give in to what we wanted and try being 
together. 

/ looked around the party, completely lost for words. 

I didn't recognize a single person there, and I felt totally 
out of place. Where everyone else was dressed in dark 
colors, mostly black, and had at least one tattoo, I was in 
my usual cardigan and sweater and jeans combo, my hair 
up in a tight bun. 

I walked across the party, stepping over broken bottles 
as the voices of the people echoed off the old bridge's stone 
walls. I moved farther into the tunnel, feeling more and 
more awkward as I went. 

I wasn't boring, but I hadn't been to any crazy parties, 
either. As far as parties in Hammond went, the bashes 
thrown down near the river under the old shipping bridge 
were about as crazy as it got. I'd never considered going 
before, or at least not until Camden had invited me. 

"Hey, girl," someone called out. I ignored the voice and 
kept moving. "Hey, I'm talking to you." 

I looked over and saw a guy on the shorter side, his hair 
buzzed short and faded up from his ears, his baggy jeans 
sagging off his hips and his basketball jersey probably two 



sizes two big. He was pale white and grinned this awful 
smile. 

"Me?" / asked tentatively. 

"Ain't nobody else around, girt," he said, stopping in front 
of me. "What's your name?" 

"Lacey. I'm looking for someone." 

"You found him. I'm your new someone." 

"Um, no, sorry. I'm looking for Camden." 

"This is Indiana, girt. Camden is ail the way over in 
Jersey." He laughed loudly at his own joke and / began to 
inch away. 

"I have to go," I said, turning away. 

"Hold up, don't be rude. That joke was mad funny." 

/ began to walk away, but I suddenly felt him grab my 
arm, pulling me back. I gasped, fear jolting through me. 

"I said, stay." 

"Get off me, creep." 

"There a problem?" 

I looked up, and relief washed over me as Camden 
appeared, his arms crossed, anger etched on his face. 

The guy let me go. "Yo, Cam. What up, man?" 

"Why are you touching her, Slim?" he asked. / took a few 
quick steps away, standing beside Camden. 

"Camden, it's fine," I said to him. 

Slim's eyes widened. "Shit, you're Camden? I didn't know 
your full name, man. I mean, I would never fuck with your 
bitch." 

Camden's fist moved faster than I thought possible, 
striking out and taking Slim directly in the nose. Slim 
stumbled back, gasping and holding his face as Camden 
came on, hitting him again and again in the face until Slim 
fell to the ground. Blood was running from a gash over 
Slim's eye and from his clearly broken nose. 

"Camden!" / yelled, horrified. 

"Don't talk to her like that again," he said, standing over 
Slim. 



The party didn't seem even slightly bothered by the 
event. People were staring, but most of them were smiling 
or laughing at what had happened. 

Slim nodded. "Is cool, mahn," he said through his hands. 
His voice was nasally and strange, probably because his 
nose was broken. 

I couldn't watch anymore. / walked as fast as I could back 
toward the cars, needing to get out of there. I'd never seen 
someone get so violent so suddenly. Frankly, it was 
terrifying, not at all the Camden I thought I knew. 

"Lace, wait." 

Camden caught up with me and matched my stride. 

"Why would you bring me here?" I said quietly. 

"What are you talking about?" 

"And why would you start a fight?" 

"That wasn't a fight. He couldn't talk to you like that." 

As we reached the edge of the party, / whirled on him. 

"You don't get it, do you?" 

"Go ahead, explain." 

"I don't know anybody here. / stand out like a lighthouse. 
And you're nowhere to be seen." 

"I found you. I took care of that asshole." 

"It doesn't matter. You shouldn't have put me in that 
position in the first place." 

"These are my people ," he said simply. 

I stalked off again, and he followed me back toward the 
cars. 

I didn't know why I remembered that one particular fight. 

I couldn't even remember what happened after that or how 
we ended up making up. It probably involved his hands 
cupping my ass while he pressed his hard dick against my 
body. 

But it was such typical Camden. He meant well, wanted 
me to fit into his dangerous and strange life, but I just 
simply didn't. He wanted to fix everything his way, 



regardless of what anyone else wanted, and was so stubborn 
and pig-headed that he didn't see how it affected me. 

But he was also kind and protective and strong. He took 
no shit from anyone. 

I stifled a yawn and glanced down at the clock. The car 
ride had been mostly silent, punctuated by Camden 
changing the radio station. The clock said it was eleven 
thirty. 

“When are we stopping?" I asked him. 

“Soon," he grunted. 

“I'm tired. And you've been driving for hours." 

“I'm fine." I knew that was a lie, though. I could see the 
stress and the exhaustion in his eyes. 

"Let's stop soon. We'll start up early tomorrow." 

He glanced at me, frowning. "Now you're playing along?" 

“I don't have much choice." 

"No," he said, looking back at the road. "You really don't." 

We were quiet for some time as the miles slipped past. My 
stomach growled and I had to pee, but he didn't seem like 
he was in any mood to stop driving. Finally, right around 
midnight, he turned on his turn signal and exited the 
highway, driving toward some small town. 

"Where are we?" I asked him. 

"Not sure. Somewhere in Illinois." 

We drove for another ten minutes until a string of ratty 
motels appeared. He chose the one in the middle, slowly 
pulling into the parking lot. 

"Not exactly a Hilton," I mumbled. 

He looked at me. "We're going to be staying in shit holes 
and worse until we get there. Places that take cash and a 
fake name and don't ask questions." 

"I get it." 

"Do you get it? Have you figured out what's happening?" 

The anger in his voice surprised me. "Don't talk to me 
that way, Camden. None of this is my fault." 



He took a deep breath and visibly composed himself. 
“You're right." 

“I know. You think I'm not scared?" 

“You're not acting like you are." 

“What do you want, Camden? Want me to cry hysterically 
and freak out?" 

“Not exactly." 

“I'm trying very hard just to keep it together. I don't need 
you making it worse." 

His expression softened. "You're right. I'm sorry." 

We sat in the car for a second quietly. “I'm hungry," I said 
finally. 

“Me too. Think this place does room service?" 

I couldn't help but laugh. "Sure. Probably serves lobster 
and steak." 

"Great. We're eating well tonight." He pushed open his 
door and climbed out. I followed him. 

“Seriously, we need food." 

“Let's get the room first. I'll grab something once we're 
settled." 

I paused. "The room? We're in separate rooms." 

It was his turn to laugh. “I don't think so. We need to stay 
together." 

“No way. I'm not sleeping in the same room as you." 

“Too bad, princess." He stalked off toward the office and I 
clenched my jaw, annoyed. Finally, I followed him. 

Camden paid in cash and we were given a key to a tiny 
room on the second floor toward the back of the building. It 
wasn't completely disgusting, or at least the bathroom and 
the sheets looked clean, though I couldn't imagine it got a 
good scrubbing. Fortunately, it had two twin beds. 

Camden tossed his duffel onto the bed closest to the door 
and sat down at the end. I used the bathroom, relief flooding 
through me as I washed my hands and splashed water on 
my face. He looked up as I came back out into the room. 

"What do you want to eat?" he asked. 



“Nothing," I said. “I'm just going to sleep." 

"The guy told me where to find an all-night diner not far. 
Tell me what you want or you're getting a surprise." 

"Surprise me then," I said, climbing into bed still fully 
clothed. Exhaustion washed over me. 

He frowned. "Okay. Also, we'll get you some clothes 
tomorrow." 

"And a toothbrush." 

"Sure. Soap and shit like that, too, if you want it." 

"Yeah. Okay." 

He looked at me as I wrapped myself in the sheets. I was 
pointedly trying not to think about what gross things had 
happened in the bed before I had gotten into it. 

"I know this is fucked up. But we'll get out of it soon. I 
promise." 

"Okay, Camden," I mumbled. 

"Don't leave. Don't answer the door. I'll be back in twenty 
minutes. Call the cops if I'm not back in an hour." 

"Got it." 

He stood up and went to leave but paused at the door. 

"You don't have to be strong," he said. 

"I'm tired," I replied, rolling over. 

Without another word, he opened the door and was gone. 

Once the room was empty, grief and terror and more 
washed over me. I began to sob into the pillow, convulsions 
wracking my body. I didn't know how I had held it all 
together over the past few hours, but all that fear and shock 
was hitting me hard, and I couldn't stop the tears. 

Worst of all, lodged down deep in my stomach, was the 
truth of how I still felt about Camden. Despite everything he 
put us through, despite how much I hated him, there was 
still a voice in the back of my head that got excited every 
time he looked at me. I still had the stupid urge to reach out 
and touch his chest and to kiss his lips, even if that urge was 
usually dominated by the desire to punch him instead. 



Slowly, after what felt like an hour, my sobs calmed 
down, and I slowly slipped into sleep, dreaming about 
Camden's strong arms wrapping themselves around me, 
pulling me close against his body, making me feel safe and 
pressing the air out of my lungs. 



Chapter Eight: Camden 



She was sleeping soundly when I got back that night. I ate 
fried chicken in bed, fighting off exhaustion, and watched a 
game show on mute. I left her waffles in the bag on the 
table. 

Finally, once my stomach stopped growling, I managed to 
pass out to the sound of her steady breathing in the bed 
beside mine. 

I didn't dream. I hadn't dreamt in a long time, not since I 
got involved with the cartel. Not since I did the things I 
hated doing, all for the "greater good," or whatever bullshit 
my handlers were espousing that day. 

Cold blackness. One second the weak light from the TV 
made the room look blue, and the next the sun was 
streaming in through the windows. 

I rolled over, groggy, and froze. 

"Lacey?" I called out. 

Her bed was empty, the covers thrown back. I was 
immediately up and pulling my pants back on. I checked my 
gun and slipped it into my waistband as I checked the 
bathroom. 

"Lacey?" I called out again. The bathroom was empty. I 
moved back out into the main room, my head spinning. 

Two seconds later, something scratched at the door. The 
lock clicked open, and my gun was out in my hands, aimed 






directly at the chest of whoever was coming in, my brain 
spinning. 

And then Lacey was there, staring at me. 

"Camden?" 

I blinked at her. "I couldn't find you." I lowered the gun. 

"I got us some coffee." She held up two cups, her eyes 
wide with fear. 

"Fuck, Lacey," I said, sitting down. "You nearly fucking 
killed me." 

"Sorry." She sat down next to me. 

"You can't go somewhere without telling me. Not right 
now." 

"So I'm a captive and a fugitive?" 

"Yeah, you are." I stood up and moved away from her. "At 
least until we get to Alaska." 

"Yeah, about that. What happens in Alaska?" 

"Trip knows some people. They'll set us up with new 
identities, help us disappear." 

"Disappear where, though?" 

"We might come back into the States. But Canada would 
probably be better." 

"What then?" she pressed. "We just live as new people 
forever?" 

"No." 

"What about my life?" 

Calmly I grabbed a cup of coffee and took a long sip. It 
was hot and nearly burned my damn tongue off, but it felt 
good. I was only half awake and full of adrenaline from a few 
moments ago, and the burning sensation and the caffeine 
helped clear my head. 

"Listen to me, Lace," I said to her, sitting back down. Our 
legs were close, nearly touching, and I could practically feel 
her breathing. "Everything I'm doing is meant to give you 
your life back." 

"I haven't even seen these cartel guys." 

"Good. You don't want to." 



“It feels so fake." 

“I know." I moved closer to her. "Did you take some 
money from my bag for this coffee?" 

She blinked for a second. "Uh, yeah." 

I grinned at her. "Thief." 

"Look who's talking." 

"I'm rubbing off on you." 

"I really hope not." 

She stood and walked into the bathroom, and I smiled to 
myself. 

We straightened ourselves up and left not long later. I 
drove us farther into town where we found a department 
store. I let Lacey buy herself a few things and a bag to keep 
it all in and got myself a change of clothes. We stopped at a 
drug store next for toiletries, and then we were back on the 
road before ten. 

She wasn't much interested in talking. I didn't want to 
push her, and I didn't feel interested in an argument. She 
needed time to adjust to her new reality, which made sense. 
Most people couldn't go from a comfortable life at home to 
being chased down by violent Mexican gangsters in one 
afternoon without some adjustment issues. And honestly, 
she was handling it better than I expected, or at least she 
hadn't broken down completely yet. 

I didn't know how long that would last, and I was afraid 
for when it happened. 

We drove for a few hours that day, not stopping for 
anything. I wanted to put as much distance behind us as 
possible, and I was afraid that we'd argue again if we 
stopped. 

The truth was, even though I hated the strained silence 
between us, it felt better than the alternative. I hated the 
way she looked at me, with the anger and the loathing, as if 
I were the worst person in the world. In her mind, I probably 
was. She had no clue what I was doing for her and what I 
had to do, no clue at all. 



I couldn't blame her for hating me. If that was what she 
needed to get through everything, then fine, I would deal 
with that. 

“I'm starving." 

I looked up from the road, surprised out of my thoughts. 
She hadn't spoken in a few hours. 

“We can stop soon," I said automatically, even though I 
didn't want to. 

“Not a rest stop." 

"Okay, princess. Only the best for you." 

“Look," she said, turning her head toward me. “If we're 
doing this, we might as well be civil." 

I raised an eyebrow. "That's surprisingly mature." 

“Don't talk to me about being mature." 

I laughed and grinned at her. There was the anger again 
in her voice. "Okay. Just trying to say that I agree." 

"Then say that instead." She sighed, exasperated. “I 
think you're a cocky asshole and I think you ruined my life, 
but this is happening. There's nothing I can do about it." 

"This is happening," I agreed. 

"So we might as well try and get along." 

"That works for me." 

"Okay then. Let's find a diner and eat." 

I smiled to myself and made my way to the right lane. I 
got off at the next exit I found and pulled over at the first 
gas station I saw. 

"What are you doing?" she asked. 

"Well, we don't have phones, so we need to ask for 
directions." 

She laughed. "I have my phone." 

"Fuck," I said, eyes wide. "Give it to me." 

"Why?" 

"Have you used it?" 

"No. I've been saving the battery." 

"I need it. Please." 



She dug the phone from her pocket and handed it over. I 
ripped off the back, pulled the battery, and tossed them 
both out the window. 

"What the fuck!" 

"They can track these things," I explained. 

"You could at least warn me." 

"Sorry. Didn't want an argument." 

She scowled. "Whatever. Go get directions." 

She was quiet after that as I went inside and got 
directions to the closest diner from the guy working the 
register. I was worried that she'd had her phone for so long, 
though I wasn't sure how much info it was really 
transmitting. Still, it probably gave the cartel some idea of 
where we were, but I didn't want to panic her. We drove 
another few miles and pulled into a blue and gray, beat-up 
looking place, complete with semitrucks in the lot and 
potholes all over the place. 

"Perfect," I said as we climbed out. 

"Why's this perfect?" 

"The crappier the diner, the better the food." 

"Yeah? They have a lot of diners in Mexico?" 

"No. But I did spend some time across the border now 
and again." 

We walked into the building, the '50's-notaglia decor a 
hilarious mix of doo-wop and proto-punk. We were seated 
immediately. 

"What was it like, anyway?" she asked after the waitress 
brought us both sodas. 

"What was what like?" 

"Mexico." 

I shrugged. "Not bad, actually. Mexico City is pretty huge. 
Aside from the crime, it's pretty fun." 

"You mean, aside from you and your people." 

"Pretty much." 

"What did you do for them, anyway?" 



"Stole cars at first. Ran packages, did security. Grunt 
stuff, basically." 

"Just at first?" 

"It got a little different after that." 

"Like what?" 

I paused and took a sip of my drink. A memory came back 
to me, harsh and unwanted. 

She was tied up in the trunk like a hog, her eyes wide 
and wild, her hair a mess. My stomach dropped as I looked 
up at El Tiburon and his three goons, each of them grinning. 

"What you think, gringo?" 

"She's pretty ." 

"No shit, man. But what you think?" 

"What are you asking me here?" 

Ei Tiburon walked closer. I could smell his cheap cologne 
and the tobacco he always chewed. 

"She's gonna be one of our new girls, you know? Work 
her in the factory." 

I nodded. I knew they employed poor peasant girls to 
work in their drug factories, weighing and packing the bags 
and doing whatever else they needed. Usually, they kept 
the girls naked to make sure they weren't stealing. 

"She'll be good for that." 

"Yeah, man. After, if she works out, you can have her." 

"Have her?" 

He stood dose, grinning this evil grin, while the girl 
squirmed in the trunk. "Have her as your bitch. Use her how 
you want then get rid of her." 

"How do I get rid of her?" 

"How the fuck you think?" He mimed shooting a gun. 

I felt sick to my stomach and looked at her. One day, 
when Ei Tiburon was sick of looking at her, I'd be expected 
to rape her and eventually murder her. 

"Sounds fucking good to me," I said, keeping my face 
straight, though inwardly I was sick to my core. 



"Well?" Lacey asked me, drawing me back into the 
present. 

"Nothing you want to hear about." 

She was about to say something else but the waitress 
returned and took our orders. As she walked away, I spoke 
up before Lacey had a chance to start asking more 
questions. 

"What was college like?" 

"Okay, I guess. I did a lot of studying." 

"Didn't party all the time?" 

"Sometimes. Not as much as other people, I guess." 

"Come on. Don't tell me you weren't out getting wasted 
and meeting guys every night?" 

She laughed. "Hardly. That wasn't really my college 
experience." 

"What a shame. You'd have been really popular in 
Mexico." 

"What's that mean?" 

"Look at you. Nice skin, beautiful hair, curvy fucking 
body." 

"Curvy? Don't call me curvy." 

"It's a good thing." 

"Curvy is what they say in bad romance novels, though." 

I laughed. "You read lots of bad romances?" 

"Sometimes. Don't change the subject." 

"Okay. What I'm trying to say is, you have an incredible 
body." I leaned forward, smiling at her, looking into her eyes. 
"You always have. I never stopped thinking about it." 

"I bet. You were probably too busy with your Mexican 
girlfriends." 

"Sometimes. But none of them tasted quite like you do." 

She blushed and looked away. "Don't bring that up." 

"Why not? It's the truth. I can't help myself around you." 

"Try harder then." 

"Tell me more about college." 



She sighed and sipped her drink. "It was freedom, you 
know?" 

"No, I don't." 

"I had classes and stuff to go to, but also a lot of free 
time. I worked, but even still I could do pretty much 
whatever I wanted." 

"What did you want to do?" 

"Read, mostly. Make sure I got good grades. Hang out 
with friends." 

"Sounds pretty nice." 

"What about you? I mean, you haven't said much about 
living in Mexico." 

I sat back as the waitress returned with our meals. We 
began to eat in silence, distracted by the food. I hadn't 
realized how hungry I was until I was putting a burger and 
fries into my mouth. 

It wasn't until I finished half the meal that I decided to 
speak. 

"I lived in apartment." 

Lacey looked up at me. "What?" 

"In Mexico City. It was above this old bar, a real piece of 
shit, but the owner liked me. Sometimes when I got back 
from a job late at night, he'd sit there and drink tequila with 
me and tell me stories about being in the military." 

"What was his name?" 

"Felipe, I think, but I called him Senor Anciano and he 
called me Cara Blanca." 

"What does that mean?" 

"White Face, basically. And he was Mister Old Man. I 
remember this one time I got back around three or four in 
the morning, and he was just closing up." I paused and took 
another bite, chewing and swallowing before continuing. "I 
walked in and helped him sweep up, and he told me this 
story about how he had a threesome with two American 
girls. I asked him how he made that happen, and he laughed 
and said the one girl was missing a leg, so it was really like a 



two-and-a-half-some." I smiled and shook my head. “He was 
crazy as shit. And an asshole." 

Lacey laughed. “How old was he?" 

"At least in his eighties. And he could drink me under the 
table if he wanted to." 

“That's amazing." 

“I had this other friend, this kid who ran errands for the 
cartel guys sometimes. He'd bring me the paper in the 
morning and sometimes get me beer and food." 

“How old was he?" 

“Maybe twelve." 

"That's so young. Why was he hanging out with cartel 
guys?" 

“He was poor. When you're poor and you live in Mexico 
City, you either stay poor or you join a cartel. 

"He wanted to join?" 

"Maybe eventually. But I remember this one time, I had 
gotten home from a job late the night before and was pretty 
flush. He showed up with the paper and some espresso the 
next morning, and I was so hungoverthat I accidentally paid 
him with a hundred dollar bill." I grinned and shrugged. “He 
stared at it for a second then burst out in tears of joy. I didn't 
have the heart to take it back from him." 

"That poor kid." 

"Nah. He had it okay. At least he was involved with the 
cartels." 

“Isn't that a bad thing?" 

"Yes and no. The cartels may do some fucked up shit, but 
they also help people. Mexico is like anywhere else, with all 
different kinds of people, but it's especially hard for the 
poor. They turn to the cartels to provide services the 
government can't or won't." 

“I didn't know that." 

“Not many people do. Because for the most part the 
cartels are all fucked-up evil pieces of shit." 

"And yet you worked for them." 



I frowned and took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. 
"Yes, I did. But like that kid, I didn't have much of a choice." 

"Camden," she practically whispered. "What happened 
down there?" 

And I wanted to tell her. Looking into her big eyes, 
practically pleading with me to give her some proof that I 
was not just a total dirt bag, that I was not the scum she 
thought I was, I wanted to spill everything. 

I wanted to tell her about getting caught stealing cars by 
the Mexican police and how I spent two months in jail. Until 
one day, this American guy shows up and offers me a deal. 
He said I could work with them to try to infiltrate a notorious 
and dangerous cartel, or I could rot in jail for another few 
years. 

He said he worked for the government, but he never said 
exactly how. I assumed he was CIA, but he never admitted to 
anything. He and a few others gave me money and tips and 
supplies, and I slowly infiltrated El Tiburon's cartel, all 
because the American government needed someone on the 
inside. 

That was how I met Trip. We were both working 
undercover, and our handlers eventually decided we should 
work together. And so for nearly four years we worked our 
way through the ranks, feeding information back to the 
Americans, and all the while they kept telling us we were 
almost done, just a few more months. 

Until finally, one day I woke up and the old man was 
knocking on my door. He told me that I needed to leave 
town right away, that the cartels knew who I was. And then 
he was gone and wouldn't speak to me again. 

I wanted to tell her all of that. Everything I did in Mexico, 
every fucked up thing that ate at me from the inside, I did 
because the Americans wanted me to, said it was for the 
greater good. Once I was involved, there was no escaping, 
not from the cartel and not from the Americans. They owned 
me, bit by bit. 



But they said that if I ever told anyone about their 
involvement that I'd be prosecuted for all of my crimes. They 
seemed to be everywhere and know everything. I couldn't 
fuck with them, not yet, even though it seemed like they 
had turned their backs on me. 

I never raped or murdered that girl. I killed for the cartel, 
but never an innocent person. Still, I could have saved her, 
could have saved so many girls, but I didn't. I didn't blow my 
cover, like a good operative. 

They had me. Until one day, they didn't anymore, and I 
was on the run. 

"People get lost," I said finally, unable to tell her any of 
that. "Let's get out of here." 

She blinked and looked away as I flagged down the 
waitress and asked for the check. I paid in cash and we left. 
Lacey was back to being moody and silent, but I didn't care. 
My brain was swirling with my past, with the things that had 
happened and the things that were happening. 

I was a different person than I was when I last saw her. So 
much had happened, and I knew so much more about the 
world. Still, whenever I got around her, those old feelings 
came bubbling back into me. 

I was going to have to let her think that I was still a liar. 
There was no other way. 

All that mattered was keeping her safe. 

I'd let her hate me a thousand times over if it meant she 
could live for another day. 



Chapter Nine: Lacey 



I didn't know what to make of his stories. 

It seemed so human, so normal. He had an apartment, he 
had friends. He drank tequila with a crazy old sexist man. 

And yet there was a darkness that he wasn't talking 
about. I knew he was leaving out a lot of his day-to-day life. 

If he worked for the cartels, he had to have been doing 
something bad. It wasn't the sort of organization you joined 
to sit at a desk. 

On some level, I knew he had changed. He had grown, 
turned into something stronger and sleeker. And yet I still 
melted when he got near me. I wanted him to tell me what 
he wanted to do to me, but I also couldn't stand to hear it. 

I hated him and wanted him, and that made it all so 
much harder. 

Lying in bed at night, I kept remembering the first day we 
all realized he was gone. 

Dad and Lynn weren't married yet, but I figured they 
would be soon enough. Dad got a call from Lynn early on in 
the morning, and he asked if I had seen Camden recently. I 
hadn't, not for a day or two, but that wasn't unusual. 

Camden came and went and wasn't the type to give 
constant updates on what he was doing with himself. 

Still, Lynn was worried. We stayed up all night calling and 
calling his phone, wondering where he was. I remembered 
the pit in my stomach, terrified that he was dead in a ditch 



somewhere. Dad figured he was just in jail and couldn't 
remember anyone's number to call. Which was typical, since 
we all rely on cell phones to stand in for our memories these 
days. 

The next morning, we still hadn't heard from him. Lynn 
called the police, but they didn't know where he was, either. 
They put out a missing person's report, but that didn't do 
anything. The truth was, nobody wanted to look too hard for 
the local thief. Nobody cared that he had gone missing, 
aside from his family. 

It was all the waiting that really killed me. It was the total 
silence. He never said goodbye or told me what he was 
going to do. One day he was there and things were fine, and 
the next he simply wasn't anymore. 

Part of me wished he were dead. At least if he were dead 
then we'd have a body and we could at least try to move on 
with our lives. It would have been devastating and horrible, 
but we could have healed if we knew the truth. Instead, he 
just went away, and from that moment on none of us were 
ever the same. The ambiguity made it so much worse. 

It was like he was still there. He was both alive and he 
wasn't. We couldn't mourn him, because we had nothing to 
mourn. He left without a word and left us with nothing, just a 
gaping hole where he had once been. 

I hated myself for a while. I hated that I wished he were 
dead and I hated that I missed him so much, and I hated 
that I didn't try to save him from whatever it was that took 
him away. I knew that was crazy and there was probably 
nothing I could have done, but I still tortured myself to no 
end about it. 

Because it was Camden. He was a mess and he was angry 
at the world for failing to live up to his expectations, but he 
was beautiful and smart and funny, and he was gone. 

Which was what made sitting in a car with him feel so 
strange. It was him, but it also wasn't the same guy that left 
me. He was all that and so much more. 



We drove in silence for most of the day. I was still so 
angry and confused that the idea of small talk almost 
physically repulsed me, and he didn't seem like he was 
going to try to drum up conversation anytime soon. That 
was fine, but typical Camden. 

"Where are we?" I asked a few hours into the trip. 

He checked a sign. "Somewhere in North Dakota, I think." 

"You think?" 

"I'm not exactly using a GPS." 

"You do know where we're going, right?" 

He grinned at me. "We're going north to Juneau." 

"Yeah, but, I mean, the roads we're taking." 

"I have a map." 

I gaped at him. "You seriously don't know, do you?" 

He laughed. "Relax. I have the route generally planned 
out. It's more or less the same road until we hit Washington, 
anyway." 

I shook my head and looked away as the night wore on. 
We stopped and got cheap food at a little deli right off the 
highway, but he insisted on eating in the car. We kept 
moving, pushing the speed limit every once in a while but 
not driving recklessly. 

We were, after all, driving across the country in a stolen 
vehicle. While it was true, that thought didn't make me feel 
anything. Frankly, I was beginning to get used to accepting 
hard truths and moving on from them. Maybe I was getting 
harder and tougher, too. 

By the time Camden signaled that we were stopping for 
the night, my bladder was full and my legs ached. I was 
shocked by how tired I could get sitting in a car for hours at 
a time with nothing to do but listen to crappy music on the 
radio, but it really took a lot out of me. 

My back ached as Camden pulled into the parking lot of 
an old, beat-up motel. I got out and stretched, looking at its 
dismal fagade. 

"This is the worst one so far," I said. 



"Yeah. It's pretty ratty." 

"Why don't we find somewhere else?" 

"Because it's almost midnight and we've been driving for 
something like twelve hours." 

"Fair enough." 

"By the way," he said, tossing me my bag, "we need to 
ditch this car and get another." 

"Why?" 

"Been driving in it too long. Cops could be looking for it, 
or the cartel could be tracking it." 

"How would the cartel track it?" 

"They have more resources than you'd think." 

Without another word he stalked off toward the front 
office and I followed in his wake. Another pronouncement 
from Lord Camden. I'd either fall in line or else. I wasn't sure 
he really cared if I believed him or wanted to follow him so 
long as I did it anyway. 

"Room for the night?" the clerk asked us as we walked in. 
He was young, maybe our age or younger, but pretty 
overweight. A small TV in the corner was playing anime. 

"Just tonight," Camden grunted. 

"Got two rooms left." 

"We'll take the cheaper." 

"Both cheap." 

Camden paid up front and got the key from the night 
clerk kid. He gave me a little nod as we went to leave but 
quickly looked back to the TV. 

We walked toward the back of the building and up a 
flight of stairs, unlocking the door. Camden pushed it open, 
turned on the light, and started laughing. 

I looked inside. 

"Hell no," I said. 

"You want to go ask for another?" 

I stormed out, back toward the office. The kid looked 
surprised to see me again, like he had forgotten we existed. 
Probably a good policy in a place like this. 



"You guys have anything else?" 

"Just the one other room." 

"We'll take it." 

He shrugged. "You can if you want, but it's exactly the 
same." 

I groaned. "Come on, seriously? Anything but that." 

He looked utterly bewildered and shrugged again. "I'm 
sorry. We're all full up." 

I left the front office with a huff, not bothering to look 
back. I walked back up the stairs, stormed into the room, 
and sat down on the one single queen bed. 

"You're on the floor," I said. 

"Hold on now," he called out from the bathroom. "Why 
are you making the decisions?" 

"Because I'm the girl." 

He leaned up against the doorframe and grinned at me. I 
looked up and my mouth nearly dropped open. He was 
shirtless, and his muscles were perfectly defined in the 
fluorescent motel light. I could make out a few scars along 
his side and his chest, and my staring only made him smile 
bigger. 

"I never said I was a gentleman." 

"I know you're not." I looked away from his shirtless torso, 
realizing I was starting to breathe a little heavily. 

"Come on. It's a big bed. I don't bite." 

"I do." 

"I wouldn't mind that." 

"No. You're on the floor." 

"You sure? Gets pretty lonely on the road, you know." 

"Save it." 

"Sometimes it's nice to have a warm body to cuddle up 
against." 

"Cuddle up against your own hand." 

He smirked and crossed his arms. I bit my lip and looked 
away as the image of his perfectly sculpted body pressed up 
against mine came to me completely unbidden. In that 



moment, I remembered all the times his mouth worked my 
soaking clit, all the times he made me come as if by magic. 

But that was years ago. Well before he ruined our life. We 
were both very, very different people. 

“Put a shirt on," I mumbled, pulling up the covers and 
climbing into bed. 

He laughed again and disappeared back into the 
bathroom and started to brush his teeth. I felt my cheeks get 
red and I decided to turn on the TV to try to distract myself 
from the thought of his body. 

In the end, he made sure the door was locked, grabbed a 
blanket and a pillow off the bed, and slept on the floor. I 
tried not to dream about his lips, his mouth, his fingers 
along my spine making my back arch. 


I woke up to the sound of the door closing. 

It was early and light streamed in through the large 
windows. I grumbled as I sat up and looked around the half- 
lit room. For a second, I wasn't sure where I was or what I 
was doing there, but quickly it all came crashing down on 
me. 

Another day on the road. Another day stuck doing 
nothing in a car as I was torn away from my old life mile by 
mile. 

“Rise and shine, princess." 

I looked over at the small table near the door and 
watched as Camden set up two coffee cups, two bagels, and 
some cream cheese spread. 

“What's that?" 

“Breakfast." 

“Where'd you get it from?" 

“Down the road." 

“What about the new car?" 



He laughed. "You're full of questions this morning." He 
gestured at the food. "Coffee and bagels first. Come and get 
it." 

"Thanks," I said. I climbed out of bed and walked over, 
sitting down at the table across from him. He took a large 
swallow of coffee and I sipped mine tentatively. It tasted 
amazing, bitter and strong and hot, and woke me up 
instantly. 

"What's the plan for today?" I asked him. 

"Same thing we do every day. Try and take over the 
world." 

I stared at him for a second. "Was that a 'Pinky and the 
Brain' reference?" 

"Sure was." 

"I'm the Brain." 

He laughed and took another sip of coffee. "I wouldn't 
have it any other way." 

I nodded triumphantly and nibbled at my bagel. 
"Seriously, how long were you gone for?" 

"Not long. I procured us a new car and everything, 
though." 

"Productive morning." 

"I figured I'd let you sleep." 

"Thanks." 

"No problem. You looked like such an angel sleeping 
soundly." 

"Creep. Don't watch me sleep." 

"Hard not to when you're snoring so loudly." 

I laughed. "I thought I was an angel." I paused, frowning. 
"Do I really snore?" 

"Like a lawn mower." 

"Sorry." 

"It's fine. I actually don't mind it. It's too quiet out here." 

I nodded. "Yeah, I agree." 

"Mexico City was loud. Always stuff going on, always 
street vendors open. Some of the best damn food in the 



world is on the streets of Mexico." 

"Really? It doesn't make you sick?" 

"Not at all. I mean, at first a little bit, but it's incredible." 

"What about the water?" 

"You get used to that, too." 

"Must have been hard." 

"It was pretty hard. But everything is hard at first." 

I wasn't sure why I was buying into his bullshit, but I 
suddenly felt bad for him. I couldn't imagine being alone in 
a new city, let alone in a city where I didn't speak the 
language. Clearly he adapted, but those first few weeks 
must have been hell. 

"Why did you leave us, Camden?" I asked finally after 
some silence. 

"I thought you were too pissed off to care." 

"I am, but since we're talking you might as well tell me." 

"Got caught stealing cars, but I think you knew that 
already." 

"I figured. But why run away? Why not just do the time?" 

He smiled to himself and took a bite of his bagel to cover 
it up. 

"That's pretty smart." 

"Thanks. So are you just afraid of jail or what?" 

"No," he said slowly, shaking his head. "But I am afraid of 
violent gangs." 

"Seems to be your thing." 

"Yeah, well. I've been unlucky like that, I guess." He 
sighed. "Apparently, I stole cars from some local gang's turf, 
and they wanted to kill me to prove how hard they were. I 
decided I'd rather live than die shanked in a jail cell." 

We lapsed into silence again and I sipped my coffee some 
more. I still was having trouble seeing Camden working with 
gangsters, especially the Camden I used to know. This new 
man, this dangerous man, he was something else. He was 
hardened by a life of crime. 



“Why didn't you just run from Mexico?" I asked. "Why join 
the cartels?" 

“You don't know what it was like down there," he said 
softly. 

I sighed, frustrated. I could tell he wasn't lying to me, but 
the truth was just so unsatisfying. There had to be 
something else, something I didn't know yet. 

Or else maybe it really was that simple. Maybe Camden 
really did just get unlucky. He never meant to bring the 
Mexicans down on us. He was a victim, in some ways. He was 
also being chased by violent criminals, though he kept 
being so frustratingly vague about what actually happened. 

But it was also his choice to steal cars and to run away to 
Mexico to begin with. He had a comfortable life in 
Hammond. He didn't have to throw it all away for a thrill. 

Conflicted, I finished off my coffee and went to brush my 
teeth. Being around him was one wave of emotion after 
another. One second I wanted to run my fingers down his 
perfect abs, and the next I wanted to punch him as hard as I 
could. 

Once I was finished, I saw that Camden had already 
packed our things. Wordlessly, we headed out into the 
parking lot, got into our new car, and hit the road again. 


Four hours later and I could barely take it anymore. I had 
spent the last few days in a car doing absolutely nothing but 
watching the miles pass by. There was so much to do and 
see, thousands of amazing things just passing us by, and yet 
we were too busy running from a drug cartel. 

Still, we hadn't even seen the Mexicans. I wasn't entirely 
sure they were real, though the look on my dad's face kept 
running through my mind. 

“Let's do something," I said suddenly, not sure what I was 
doing. 



“This not fun enough for you?" 

"Believe it or not, but driving for hours on end every 
single day isn't exactly the most exciting activity in the 
world." 

He grinned and shook his head. "Come on, just being 
near me should be exciting enough." 

"Camden, I'm serious. We need to stop and do something, 
just for a few minutes at least." 

"What do you want to do?" 

I looked around and, as if by magic, a sign advertising 
something called Harpoon Gorge flashed by. 

"Let's stop there," I said, pointing. 

He glanced. "A gorge?" 

"Yeah. It'll be beautiful." 

"Since when are you the outdoorsy type?" 

"Camden," I said seriously. "Take me to that stupid gorge 
or I'll scream." 

He laughed and then bit his lip, thinking. I felt a thrill run 
through my chest as I looked at his mouth, pursed in 
concentration. 

"Okay, okay. Fine. We can stop for a few minutes," he said 
finally. 

"Great. Take me to the gorge." 

We drove for a few more minutes before exiting. The area 
was mostly scrub brush and large rocks, not quite a plain 
but not exactly mountainous, either. I'd never been in a 
place like it before as we drove farther, following signs. Ten 
minutes later, we saw a large banner advertising the gorge 
hung between two huge trees. 

Camden drove up the bumpy gravel road. "Where the hell 
are we?" he muttered. 

"Harpoon Gorge, duh!" 

He laughed as we rounded a bend. The gorge appeared 
ahead of us, and it immediately took my breath away. 

It was a canyon, not quite as big as the Grand Canyon, 
but still beautiful. The sides were sheer with plants and 



bushes clinging to the wall, somehow still able to grow 
despite gravity trying to pull them down. 

We pulled over in a small parking lot. We were the only 
car around. 

"Nobody here," Camden commented. 

"It's beautiful," I said. 

He smiled and we climbed out. There was an observation 
deck overlooking the view, and it was absolutely amazing. 
The landscape spread out all around us, interrupted by the 
gorge itself. I leaned up against the rail and looked down at 
the bottom, at a small, slow-moving river winding away from 
us. Camden crossed his arms and took a deep breath. 

"Not too bad," he said. 

"Better than the highway." 

"Yeah. I'll give you that." 

After a second of silence, I looked up at him. He was 
staring out at the view with a strange look on his face. 

"What are you thinking?" I asked. 

"Nothing." 

"Come on. I promise not to yell at you for at least a few 
hours if you tell me." 

He smiled at me. "I was just thinking that I hope I can see 
something like this again soon." 

I bowed my head, biting my lip. "Tell me more about 
Mexico," I said, changing the subject. 

"What do you want to know?" 

"Did you have any friends?" 

"Mostly just Trip. The old man, that kid, and this stray 
dog." 

"You had a dog?" 

He shook his head. "No. It was just a stray. I fed it 
sometimes, though. Seemed to like me." 

I smiled, imagining Camden feeding a dog. I moved 
closer to him, breathing in the crisp, clean air. 

"I never took you for an animal person." 

"There's lots you don't know about me." 



“Oh really? I know you pretty well." 

"Maybe," he said, nudging me. “I think I know you better, 
though." 

"Why's that?" 

"If I recall correctly, I got to know you pretty damn well." 

It took me a second to catch his tone. "Oh, this again?" 

"I can't help it. Looking at you brings back a lot of good 
memories." 

"Yeah," I said, frowning at him, looking into his eyes. "It 
does, doesn't it?" 

"You're absolutely fucking sexy, you know that?" he said, 
moving closer. 

I took a deep breath, my heart hammering. "I'm sure you 
say that to all the senoritas." 

He smiled this smooth, cocky grin. "Only the ones that 
deserve it." 

"Why do you think I deserve it?" 

"Because," he said, inches away from me, "I know you, 
Lace. You're good and strong and can hold a grudge like 
nobody else I know. You're stubborn and sexy and smart." 

"Those are just words. What do they even mean?" 

His face was so close to mine. I didn't know what I was 
doing, but my mind was suddenly dizzy with him. 

Everything but the view and his body disappeared as his lips 
came closer. I wanted to put my hands on his chest and let 
his tongue touch my teeth, but I was frozen in place. 

"I can show you what it means," he said. 

"Camden." 

His arms wrapped around me, pulling me tight against his 
body. I gasped as my heart did flips. 

I wanted him. I always wanted him. I couldn't get away 
from that fact no matter how hard I tried. 

But he wasn't telling me everything. And he had 
disappeared, tearing our family apart. 

And he was my stepbrother. 

"I can't," I said softly, turning my head and looking away. 



"Are you sure?" he said, practically a whisper. I felt his 
warm breath against my face and breathed in his deep 
scent. Shivers ran down my spine. 

"Not until you tell me what really happened down there." 

There was a moment where I thought he might. I saw 
something in his eyes, this strange yearning, or maybe a 
specific kind of desperation. Instead, he stiffened and 
moved away, and the moment passed between us. 

"I told you," he said, looking out over the gorge again. "I 
got lost. But I'm finding myself now." 

"Why do they want to kill you?" 

"I betrayed them." 

I blinked. Camden had betrayed the cartel? 

"What did you do?" 

He looked back at me. "Enough. We need to get going." 

"Camden. I deserve to know." 

His face got hard. "No. You don't. You deserve to keep 
living, though, which is what I'm trying so hard to do." 

"I just want to know you." 

"You can't know me. Let's get going." 

He walked away, back toward the car. I watched him, my 
heart sinking slowly, my stomach a twisted mess of anger 
and confusion. He climbed into the car and started the 
engine. 

I looked out over the gorge again, letting out a deep 
breath. After a second of gathering myself, I walked over to 
the car and got back in the passenger seat. 

He pulled out and drove back toward the highway. We 
didn't speak. I tuned the radio, found something good 
enough, and leaned back to try to fall asleep. 

What was he hiding? It was clear there was something 
more there, something important he was holding back, but 
for some reason he couldn't tell me. Was it because he was 
ashamed, or was it something else? 

Could it be something worse? 



As we drove, I knew I wanted to get to the bottom of him. 
I hated him, but I was beginning to see that there was so 
much more to him than just stealing cars and running away. 
He was complicated. 

I wanted to unwrap him, and I was going to get my way. 



Chapter Ten: Camden 



I nearly kissed her. 

The memory of her body pressed against mine, standing 
over that gorge, replayed through my mind over and over 
during the next day. 

Although things were still a bit strained, I could tell she 
was beginning to warm up a bit to me. We didn't drive in 
total silence, and instead we talked about our lives. I stayed 
as general as possible and avoided talking too much about 
the cartel itself, but I gave her a pretty good idea about 
what it was like to live in Mexico as a white guy. 

She slowly came out of her shell and began to tell me 
about her life since I left. She told me about college, about 
studying hard, about her friends and parties and the one 
not-very-serious boyfriend she had. She talked about classes 
and teachers and about her plans for after graduation. She 
talked about sitting on benches and people watching for 
hours at a time, about meeting friends drunk for pizza at two 
in the morning, about eating that leftover pizza while 
hungoverthe next morning. 

She told me what it was like to be a college student. That 
was one experience I wished I had. Sometimes it felt like I 
skipped being a young adult entirely and went right to the 
dark side of life. It felt like a whole world decided to pass 
right over me, and for some strange reason I missed it. 






Probably because I knew I'd never be a part of her world. 
No matter what I wanted, the things she knew were so 
completely different from the things I knew. She lived in 
school, in safety and comfort, while I was scraping by, doing 
dark jobs for the mob, getting paid well but not caring much 
about the money anyway. 

And despite all that, I felt my attraction for her growing 
even stronger. The more I knew the person she had become, 
the more I wanted her. Every time she moved toward me in 
the car, I felt my cock begin to stiffen in anticipation of her 
touch. I knew that wasn't going to happen, not yet at least, 
but I wanted it. And I was going to have it. 

Hell, all of me wanted it to. She was fucking gorgeous and 
sexy and stubborn and incredible. I knew she hated me, 
even though she used to love me, and that made me want 
her even more. 

"It's getting late," I said around midnight that night. 

"What?" she mumbled from her seat. 

"I said, it's getting late." 

"Oh, yeah." 

"Were you sleeping?" 

"I might have slept a little, yeah." 

"You know it's rude to do that when you're in the car with 
someone." 

"As opposed to sleeping in the car alone?" 

"Yeah, exactly." 

"Well, too bad. You'll survive." 

"I thought you were a nice girl." 

She laughed. "You thought wrong." 

I pulled off the highway and began to drive toward town, 
hoping there would be another ratty motel nearby. I got 
lucky and pulled into the driveway of the Lincoln Motel only 
a few minutes away from the highway exit. 

As Lacey climbed out and stretched, I checked the map 
Trip had drawn for me. For some reason, I hadn't told Lacey 
we were following a route set by him, maybe because I 



didn't want to worry her. Trip had given me a specific 
direction to drive in before we left, mostly because he 
thought it was safest and fastest. I'd stuck to it relatively 
well and we hadn't run into any problems. Even though I 
was still angry about his lapse, he seemed to be coming 
through for us. 

I followed Lacey out toward the office and we ended up 
with a room in the front of the building with twin beds. Ever 
since the night with the queen bed, I kept feeling 
disappointed when we got separate beds, though it was nice 
not to have to sleep on the floor. Part of me was tempted to 
bribe the desk guy to say they were all booked up otherwise, 
but Lacey was always right there. 

We got into the room and collapsed onto the beds. My 
legs were sore from sitting all day, which seemed like it 
didn't make sense. But apparently just sitting in a cramped 
position could make your body feel like it had run a 
marathon. 

"Why do my legs hurt from driving?" I said out loud. 

"I don't know. Mine are sore too." 

"That's from running around my mind all day." 

"Good one." 

"Seriously though, sitting around and doing nothing is a 
lot of work." 

"So is running from Mexican gangsters." 

"Good point." 

"How close are we, anyway?" 

"We should be crossing over into Canada pretty soon." 

She sat up. "How's that going to work?" 

I grinned and looked at her. "Glad you asked. We have a 
little pit stop to make near Seattle." 

"What for?" 

"Documents. I know a guy that'll make us some passable 
fakes. Worked with him about two years ago. We'll use those 
to get over the border." 



She laughed and shook her head. "Seriously, you're 
getting us fake passports?" 

"I sure am. You better start thinking about what you want 
your new name to be." 

She stood up and walked into the bathroom. I flipped the 
TV on, idly stopping on a rerun of a football game. 

"How about Jasmine Briar?"she said from the bathroom. 

"Sounds like a stripper." 

"Maybe Marcy Moorehead?" 

"Sounds like English royalty." 

"Charlene Manson." 

I laughed. "Like Charles Manson?" 

"Yeah. He can be my spirit animal." 

"That's pretty sick." 

"What can I say, I'm a badass." 

"You definitely are." 

She lapsed into silence as she began to brush her teeth 
and I began to get changed into my sweats. Suddenly, I 
heard a noise outside the room, something that sounded like 
a strange clicking noise. 

My pulse immediately rose. I knew that sound. I grabbed 
my duffel and pulled my gun out, checking to make sure it 
was loaded, and pressed my ear to the door. 

Outside was the unmistakable sound of heavy breathing. 

There were men on the other side. 

I quickly went into the bathroom and grabbed Lacey's 
arm. 

"What?" she said. I pulled her over to the bathtub. "The 
names aren't that bad." 

"Get in." 

"What's happening?" 

"No matter what happens, no matter what you hear, do 
not get out of this tub." 

"Camden. What the fuck?" 

"Listen to me," I said, looking her in the eye. "Stay here 
and do not move." 



She stared at me for a second and then nodded. "Okay. 

I'll be here." 

I pulled the shower curtain closed and shut the bathroom 
door behind me as I quickly pressed myself against the wall 
next to the door. 

Not a moment too soon. Another two heartbeats later and 
the door burst open, practically torn off its hinges. Wood and 
metal sprayed everywhere. 

I brought my gun up. The first man inside didn't have 
time to react as I squeezed the trigger and put a bullet in his 
head. He dropped to the ground, blood covering the wall. I 
didn't have time to think about what I was doing, 
fortunately. 

The guy behind him was smarter. He came in low, but I 
was already moving. I kicked my foot out, catching him in 
the gut. He dove forward, over my leg, and tackled me to the 
ground. We wrestled for a moment as my gun went skidding 
across the room. 

I punched him again in the gut and twisted, getting away 
from his grip. I was bigger than him and used my size to 
wrench his gun away, sending it spinning. He pushed 
himself away, rolling back, and jumped to his feet. I 
scrambled up after him. 

I glanced toward the door, but nobody else was coming. I 
looked back just in time to block a punch, taking a step 
backward. He followed, aiming another punch, but I dodged 
it and stepped in. 

I hit him twice in the stomach before he brought an elbow 
down on my head. I stumbled to the side, stunned. He came 
at me, landing two more punches before I managed to grab 
him and pull him against me, tying his fists up. He beat 
uselessly at my back. 

My ears were ringing from the explosion and from the 
elbow to the head as he began to try to knee me in the 
crotch. I blocked him as best as I could, holding him fast, 
catching my breath. 



He was eerily quiet, not saying a word. I didn't recognize 
him, but I knew what he was: a hired hit man for the cartel. 
The same sort of man that I was, back in the day. I knew he 
was willing to do whatever it took to survive this fight. And I 
knew I was the same way. He was highly trained, though, 
clearly not some novice thug. 

Finally he wrenched free and began to attack me 
seriously. I blocked the first two punches but took the third 
in the face. I stumbled away and fell, the ground spinning. 

A few inches away, I saw his gun sticking out from under 
the bed. I grabbed it, but he was fast, kicking at my hand 
and diving on top of me. I kept my grip but he quickly 
pinned my hand down. 

I grunted and as he came close to me. I smashed my 
head directly into his nose, and I felt as much as I heard the 
crunch of bone. He groaned but held on to my hand, 
keeping the gun pointed away from him, and began 
punching me again in the face. He slammed my hand down 
onto a piece of wood from the door, breaking skin, and I let 
go of the gun. 

I twisted suddenly, wrenching him to the left and down 
onto the ground, getting leverage. I was on top of him and 
used my weight to smash my head into his face again and 
again, violently slamming my forehead into his bloody nose. 
He tried to fight me but he couldn't get enough power 
behind his blows. I reached forward and wrapped my hands 
around his throat, squeezing as hard as I could while he 
struggled. 

I watched his hand reach out toward the gun. He was feet 
away but getting closer, but I kept my grip on his neck, 
squeezing tight. His eyes went wide with hate as he nearly 
grabbed the gun, his fingers reaching, reaching, inches 
away. I held on tight, my pulse racing, fear jolting through 
my body, adrenaline keeping the pain at bay. He nearly got 
it, but he suddenly went limp, his eyes staring up at 
nothing. 



I released him and fell onto my back, breathing hard. The 
room was a mess of wood splinters and blood, everything 
broken and smashed from the fight. 

As I looked up, my heart sank. Lacey was staring at me 
from the doorway, her eyes wide with fear and hate. 

"Lacey," I said. "Get your things." 

She stood there staring at me, her eyes wide, her breath 
coming in ragged starts. 

"Lacey," I said again, louder. "We have to go." 

I struggled to my feet and walked over to her. She backed 
away, fear plain in her expression. I knew that look from any 
number of people I had dealt with back in the day. 

She was afraid I was going to kill her. 

Who could blame her? She had probably just watched me 
strangle a man. I had no other choice, but it was still a hard 
thing for someone to witness. 

"Come on," I said softly. "I'm not going to hurt you." 

That seemed to snap her out of it. "I know that." 

"Let's go." 

She moved then, seemingly on autopilot. I gathered up 
my stuff, grabbed my gun plus an extra gun from one of the 
dead men, and headed out into the night. Lacey followed 
me, saying nothing. 

Even in the weak yellow light of the parking lot lamps, I 
could tell that she was white as a ghost. Her face was flat 
and she didn't show an ounce of emotion, despite having 
just witnessed me kill two men, one with my bare hands not 
ten feet away from her. She was probably in shock, but I 
didn't have time to deal with it. There were only two guys, 
and who knows how many more were on the way. 

We got to the car and I threw open the door. 

"Get in," I said. 

She hesitated by the passenger side, biting her lip. I 
started the engine and rolled down the window. 

"Come on, Lace," I said. "There could be more. Get in." 



She seemed to gather herself and then threw open the 
door and got in the car. I peeled out, pulling away, hitting 
the road like a tornado. We flew down the back streets in 
total silence, driving at least double the speed limit, the 
crappy sedan barely able to go as fast as I wanted it to. 

We flung around curves, hardly braking, and blew 
through a few red lights. I was in the zone, my pulse 
pounding in my chest, and I couldn't let myself slow down. 
Everything seemed so clear in the post-fight adrenaline 
high, and I knew that I needed to get myself under control 
before I made a stupid mistake. 

I couldn't peel my eyes from the road. If I did, I'd look 
over at Lacey. I'd see the way she was looking at me. I'd see 
the fear and the disgust in her eyes, and it wouldn't surprise 
me. 

Because I was feeling that same fear and disgust. 

I'd killed before. I didn't like killing, but I did it because 
that was my job. But that was the first time I had killed a 
man up close with my bare hands. It was different when you 
were right in his face, both of you struggling for survival. It 
was more primal and brutal and it hit you in a different way. I 
could tell that was going to stick with me for a very long 
time. Even though he was a very bad man, and definitely 
deserved it, I'd still never forget his face. 

It helped, though, that I did it for a good reason. I did it to 
save my own life, but I also did it to save Lacey's. 

We burned our way through the on-ramp to the highway, 
pausing only long enough to grab a ticket at the toll booth. 
As soon as that robotic arm was up, I was on the road and 
driving fast. 

I didn't let myself slow down. My foot pressed down the 
gas and we moved, blowing past any late-night truckers and 
other overnight drivers. We sped along, the miles ticking by 
like water, and my mind remained completely blank. The 
only thing I thought about was keeping the car under 
control and moving, moving, moving. 



"We need to slow down," she said. 

I picked my head up, pulled out of my trance. I glanced at 
the clock and realized that two hours had melted by in the 
blink of an eye. 

"We need to keep moving," I said. 

"Getting pulled over isn't going to help us." 

"Getting caught would be worse." 

"If they're following, we're not losing them on a highway. 
No matter how fast you drive." 

I blinked and realized that she had a point. 

"What do you suggest?" 

"Get off at the next exit. Drive around." 

I sighed, slowly coming back to myself. I had been in 
some sort of trance, obsessed with moving, as if speeding 
along could keep the demons at bay. 

But there was no running from memory. It was a part of 
you, and no matter what, there was no escaping who you 
were. There was only acceptance. 

I knew she was right. I was surprised that tricks like that 
came to her so easily, but I wasn't going to question it. In 
another four miles there was an exit for some small town I 
had never heard of it, and as soon as the turnoff appeared, I 
took it. 

We drove through thin, winding streets. My eyes were 
locked on the rearview mirror, but nobody was following. We 
were lucky it was night, since headlights would make it 
much easier to spot someone sticking close behind us. 

After a while, we were thoroughly lost. 

"Where are we?" Lacey asked. 

"I have no idea." 

"Do you know how to get back?" 

"Not at all." 

She was quiet for a second. "Pull over." 

"Right here?" 



We were in the middle of an empty road with fields 
stretching in all directions. I hadn't seen a house anywhere 
for a few miles. It was pretty clear that we were completely 
and utterly alone. 

"Yes. Now. Please." 

I slowly moved to the right side of the road and came to a 
stop. 

"Okay. We're stopped." 

I looked at her and frowned. She was staring straight 
ahead, her whole body rigid and tense. The full moon shone 
directly through our windshield and I could see every inch of 
her face, every bit of her skin. Suddenly, she reached over 
me and cut the engine. 

"What are we doing here?" I asked. 

"Camden," she said quietly, "I need you to tell me the 
truth." 

I felt my heart begin to pound in my chest. "I already 
have." 

"No, you haven't. Why are they after us?" 

"Things went down. It's not worth saying." 

"I just watched you kill two men." Her voice was flat and 
unemotional, which actually made me even more worried. "I 
think I deserve to know. Actually, no, I need to know." 

I clenched the steering wheel. What the hell was I waiting 
for? My handlers weren't coming back and I knew it. They 
were gone and had left me for dead. I was on my own and I 
had to make my own choices. 

They couldn't hurt me any more than I was already 
hurting myself. 

"I was recruited," I said softly. As the words came out of 
my mouth, I could feel a weight begin to lift from my chest. 

"I didn't lie when I said I was stealing cars. I got caught, and 
after some time in jail, these two American guys showed up. 
They said that if I helped them get information on El 
Tiburon's drug cartel, then they'd wipe my slate clean." 



I glanced at her but she showed no reaction. "So I joined 
the cartel and met Trip. We worked undercover together, 
getting close to the Mexicans, moving up through the ranks, 
all for the CIA or whoever it was." 

"You don't know who you were working for?" 

I shook my head. "They said that if it ever got out that 
they were operating on Mexican soil, then some very bad 
international shit would happen. I'm guessing it was the CIA, 
but I really don't know. Worse, they told me that they could 
make my life and my family's life a living hell if I ever 
breathed a word about what they were doing. I kept feeding 
them information, and they kept giving me money and 
supplies. Things went on like that for a while. I hoped I was 
helping people and was actually going to make a difference, 
but now I realize that I was just another pawn in their game. 

"I worked for them all that time. I got so deep undercover 
that I forgot who I was and what I was doing at one point. 
The Americans would show up out of nowhere, though, and 
demand some piece of intel. I'd always come through, even 
if it meant putting myself in danger. 

"Until one day, that old man I told you about came to my 
apartment and warned me. He said that the cartel knew who 
I was. I didn't waste any time trying to figure out what 
happened or why, I just grabbed Trip and made a run for it. I 
headed straight for you guys, assuming they'd come after 
my family. And now here we are, after all this time. The 
fucking CIA or whoever is nowhere to be seen, and I've been 
hiding what I was really doing for no good fucking reason." 

As I finished my story, I turned my head and looked at 
her. 

"You should have told me," she said softly. 

"I couldn't. They said that if I ever told anyone, then I'd 
be in more trouble than I was before. They said they'd throw 
me in Guantanamo Bay and let me rot there." 

"All this time, you were working undercover." 



"And it was fucking hell," I growled, moving closer to her. 

I watched as she took a deep breath and her lips parted 
slightly, reacting to me. "I kept thinking about you, about 
home, and how badly I wanted to see you. How badly I 
wanted to taste you again." 

"Camden, I—" 

"And I'm sorry I brought all this on you. But I'm pretty 
fucking happy now that I'm with you." 

Before she could protest, I gently took her by the chin 
and pulled her face against mine, kissing her hard and deep. 

There was no resistance. We both knew what we wanted, 
and we'd come too far already to turn back. 

Her mouth was open and rough against mine as I pressed 
her face closer, kissing her hard, letting all my desires and 
fears come through in my need for her. She returned my 
ferocity, her hands reaching over to pull off my shirt. 

I let her toss it into the back and grinned at her. 

"Is that what you wanted?" I asked. 

She ran her hands down my ripped abs and bit her lip. 
"Yes." 

I kissed her again, my hands exploring her body, and 
slowly slid them down toward her chest. She gasped as I 
deftly pulled her shirt up, tearing it off her body. I tossed it 
into the back seat with my shirt and she crossed her arms 
over her bare chest, her tiny black bra barely concealing her. 

"Don't be shy," I said softly into her ear, kissing her neck. 

"I'm not." 

I gently moved her arms and kissed her chest. She ran 
her fingers through my hair. "That's better." 

"What if somebody comes by?" she whispered. 

I reached down to my seat and pulled the lever that let 
me push back. I slid my seat backward as far as it would go 
and then reached over to Lacey, grabbing her by the hips 
and pulling her over onto my lap. My dick was straining 
against my pants and I wanted her to feel it, hard against 
her ass as she straddled me. 



“Let them see," I said. 

She gasped as I bit her lower lip and began to kiss her 
again. She pressed her body against mine, returning my 
kiss, her hips rocking slightly, rolling up along my rock-hard 
cock. 

After an agonizing second of her grinding along my 
length, I unhooked her bra and tore it off. She smiled as I 
took a handful of her breasts. They were fucking perfect, full 
and perky, and I loved her hard little nipples. I kissed them 
softly, gently biting their tips, and she gasped. 

“I've been thinking about doing that for a long, long 
time," I said. 

“I missed you." 

I kissed her again, our bodies pressed together, and 
slowly slipped my hand down toward the front of her jeans. I 
flicked open the button and yanked down the zipper and 
slipped my hand down her panties. 

She gasped as I touched her soaking wet clit. 

“Ready for me already?" I asked. 

“No, not at all." 

"Tell that to your soaked pussy." 

"Camden!" 

"What? Your pussy is soaking wet for me." 

“You don't have to say it." 

"You like when I say it." 

I began to rub her clit in soft, practiced circles. "I know," 
she said, letting out a soft, low moan. 

"You like when I touch your tight little pussy." 

"I know." 

"And you want to slowly slide down my long, thick cock, 
don't you?" 

She gasped as I slipped a finger deep inside her. "Yes." 

"You want to fuck me right here in this car." 

"Yes." 

"You want to ride my cock until you come. You want to 
fuck your stepbrother." 



She gasped as I kissed her neck and rubbed her clit more, 
working her. I felt her hips rock with the rhythm of my 
fingers. 

"Yes. I want to fuck my stepbrother," she groaned. 

"Dirty girl. I want to fuck that tight little cunt of yours 
until you moan." 

She gasped. "Camden." 

Ignoring her, I began to pull down her pants. She 
adjusted, half standing, and helped get them down over her 
knees and off her feet. As she did that, I pulled a condom 
out of my wallet and unbuckled my belt. I opened my fly and 
pulled my pants down, slipped them off. 

I looked at her bare pussy and grabbed her ass, pulling 
her against me. I felt her warmth through my thin 
underwear, and she began to grind against my length again, 
kissing me hungrily. 

I took hold of her hand and pressed it against my cock. 
She wrapped her fingers around my stiff length and began 
to stroke it. 

"Holy shit," she breathed. "You're bigger than I 
remember." 

"And you're fucking sexier," I said, taking a handful of her 
hair. 

She gasped. "Fuck, Camden. I need it." 

"I know you do," I said in her ear. 

"Please fuck me." 

I released her hair and slid off my briefs, my hard cock 
standing straight and erect in the moonlight. I quickly 
unwrapped the condom and rolled it down my length. She 
adjusted and pressed her soaking lips around my shaft. I was 
practically buzzing for her, my whole body vibrating. 

Her pussy was inches away. I needed to put myself deep 
between her legs and spill into her soaking wetness. 

She moaned, impatient while I teased her softly, kissing 
her neck. 



“Now you're mine," I whispered as I took her hips and 
lowered her down onto my rock-hard cock. 

She gasped as I sunk deep into her. I watched her breasts 
shake softly with her low moans as she slowly began to slide 
up and down my length, her hands gripping my shoulders. 
Her pussy gripped my dick like a vice, tighter than I could 
have imagined. Part of me marveled that I could even fit 
inside of her at all. 

“Holy fuck," I said. "You're so fucking tight." 

“It's like you're going to split me in half," she moaned, 
“and all I want is more." 

"Shit, grind those hips," I grunted. 

She obeyed, grinding herself down against me. I grabbed 
her ass hard, helping her rock against my body, my cock 
filling her to the brim. She rode in hard circles as I bit her 
nipple again, softly kissing up her neck and lips. 

After a minute I grabbed her hips and pulled her up and 
then shoved her back down with a satisfying smack. She 
gasped as I did it again and again, pushing my hips into it, 
fucking her harder, deeper. 

“Like that," she moaned. 

"You like it when I take control?" 

“Yes. Please." 

I grinned at her and held her hips as I fucked her, 
slamming her perfect body down onto my hard dick, rocking 
her whole frame with my hard thrusts. She moaned loudly, 
her hair falling down around us, blacking out the moon. The 
whole car rocked with the force of our fucking. 

But I didn't care. I didn't care about anything but her 
body, her smell, her taste, her delicious moist pussy rolling 
up and down my shaft. I didn't care who caught us or who 
saw, I just wanted to fuck her, fuck her like I've been dying 
to fuck her for years. 

She began to ride me then, her breasts shaking in the 
moonlight, my hands hard on her ass and her hips. She rode 
me fast and hard, gasping for air, moaning loudly, her hands 



hard on my shoulders and on the headrest. Her full breasts 
shook in my face. 

“Shit, don't slow down," she breathed. 

"As hard as you want." 

“Keep it right there." 

She threw her head back and I gathered her hair into my 
hand, taking control of her, thrusting deep into her pussy. I 
could see her losing it, letting herself slide into the deep 
chasm of pleasure that was our sweating bodies finally 
coming together. Her whole frame tensed, her muscles tight, 
as her back arched. 

"Come for me," I whispered in her ear. 

"Camden," she moaned loudly. "Camden, Camden, 
Camden," she said over and over as I fucked her hard and 
deep. 

She came hard, her whole body tensed, her fingers 
digging into my shoulders, her muscles tensed. I held onto 
her hair, tipping her chin back, and continued to fuck her 
until finally she reached her full release and relaxed against 
me, breathing hard in my ear. 

My cock was practically ringing like a bell, buried deep 
inside her. 

"Fuck," she grunted softly. "Holy fuck." 

"You're perfect when you come." 

"That was intense." 

"We aren't through, though." 

She gasped as I bit her nipple again and began to move 
her hips. 

"You want to come now?" 

"I want to fill that little pussy up," I said. 

She smiled at me, rolling her hips. 

"I want to make you come nice and hard." 

"Keep doing what you're doing then." 

"Oh yeah? You like this?" she asked, all pouty and fucking 
sexy. 

"God damn, yes." 



Her hips rocked and swayed along, her pussy gripping my 
dick like it wasn't going to give it back. It was warm and 
slick and tight as all fucking hell, and her hips and tits 
moved as she worked me. She reached back behind her, 
putting her hands on my knees, and began to fuck me 
harder. 

I moved my hips, pushing farther into her. 

“Fuck me deep, Camden," she gasped. "Come inside me." 

I grabbed her tits, squeezing as I felt the orgasm building. 
I could barely keep myself under control when she talked 
like that. 

"You have a dirty mouth and such a tight pussy," I 
grunted at her. 

"You fucking want it." 

"Shit, I do," I said, fucking her, thrusting hard. Our bodies 
were covered in sweat as we moved together, hard and fast 
and rough. 

Her moans and her tits and her hips and her ass all filled 
me as I came, the orgasm exploding into my brain. I 
grunted, filling her pussy, coming hard and fast and deep. 

The pleasure exploded through my body. And then as 
quickly as it happened, it was gone. She rested her body 
against mine, my cock still deep between her legs, and we 
breathed together. 

I felt calm and okay for the first time in a very long time, 
sitting there in the car with her as my cock very slowly 
softened inside her. 

"I needed that," she whispered. 

"Me too." 

"What happened earlier—" 

"We don't have to talk about it." 

"I just wanted to say thank you." 

I paused. "For what?" 

"For keeping me safe." 

"Don't thank me for that. I'll never let you get hurt." 

She kissed me and I kissed her back. 



We were alone in the middle of nowhere, touching in a 
stolen car, but I hadn't felt so at home in a very, very long 
time. 



Chapter Eleven: Lacey 



I woke up groggily to the sun rising up over the horizon, the 
light streaming in through the glass. I was curled up in the 
back seat of the car, and for a second I thought I was back 
home in my bed. 

But as memories of the night before came crashing down 
on me, that illusion was entirely shattered. 

Camden lay in the front seat, his head cocked to one side, 
still asleep. Last night, when he realized that I was falling 
asleep, he opened the doors and made me curl up in the 
back where I'd have enough room to at least sprawl out a 
little bit. I passed out, and he must have slept sitting up all 
night so that I had enough room. 

I smiled softly to myself. And then the image of him 
strangling that man to death, his eyes wild with fury, hit me 
square in the chest. I gasped out loud and felt like I could 
barely breathe. 

I had watched him kill a man. I knew he killed the other 
one as well; I had heard the shots. When the struggle started 
with the second man, I came out of the bathroom and 
watched as Camden gained the upper hand and killed him 
then and there. 

I knew he had to do it. I knew it was for the best. But that 
image was seared into my brain, both horrifying and 
incredible. It was brutal and sudden and real, too fucking 
real. 



The whole thing hadn't felt real until that moment. It felt 
like Camden had kidnapped me and made me drive across 
the country with him like a madman. It hadn't felt like real 
danger until those two guys showed up and forced Camden 
to fight. 

Slowly, the image of Camden choking the man to death 
was replaced with the memory of what came after. In that 
moment I had needed him, wanted him badly, more than 
anything else in the world. I saw what he was willing to do to 
keep me safe, and I realized that he wasn't full of shit. And 
when he told me the truth about why he was involved with 
the cartel, it all but made up my mind. 

He never wanted any of this. He never wanted us 
involved, never wanted to go on the run with me. And he 
was willing to kill with his bare hands to get us all out of it. 

"You awake?" 

I nearly jumped out of my seat at the sound of his voice. 
"You scared me." 

"A little distracted back there?" He was looking at me, 
concerned. 

"Yeah, I guess." 

"Remembering the orgasm I gave you, I'm sure." 

"Something like that." 

He laughed at me and grinned. I wanted to reach up and 
touch his face, and I wanted to get out of the car and run 
away. I wanted him and I was afraid of him, and I wasn't sure 
which emotion was stronger in that moment. 

He must have noticed that something was up, because 
his face fell pretty quickly. 

"We need to ditch this car and get another." 

"Can we get breakfast first?" 

"Sure. Then we steal a car and cross the border." 

I paused. "We're close?" 

"Yeah. We should be able to cross today." 

"Washington," I said pensively. "I've never been in this 
state before." 



“Ever been to Canada before?" 

"No, I haven't." 

"You're in for a treat then." 

"Why?" 

"Because Canada has the best roads in the world. And 
Tim Horton's." 

"Tim Horton's?" 

"You'll see." He started the engine. "You can stay back 
there." 

I pushed the door open and climbed into the front seat. 
"Take me to food." 

He grinned at me but didn't say anything. We pulled 
back onto the road. 


I hated brushing my teeth and washing my face in the sink 
of a dirty diner's bathroom, but that was about the best we 
could do. I was going on day two without a shower, and I was 
guessing I smelled pretty bad. 

Still, with a stomach full of pancakes, we hit the road 
again and drove all day. Camden was oddly quiet, even 
when I tried to make conversation, and so the miles passed 
by without much comment. 

Which was fine with me. I was starting to get used to the 
rhythm of the road. Although I was bored out of my mind, I 
definitely preferred the boredom to the excitement of what 
had happened in our motel room the night before. Though 
the excitement of what had happened in the car after, that 
would have been welcome. 

Around four in the afternoon, I saw a sign flash by. 

"Border in five miles?" I asked him. 

"Looks that way." 

"Are we ready for this?" 

"Not quite yet." 

"What do you mean?" 



“We need to stop and get our fakes." 

“Right. I forgot about that. Aren't we supposed to be in 
Seattle for that?" 

He shook his head. “Not anymore. We need to stop and 
call my guy." 

About ten minutes later, Camden pulled off the road and 
headed into a small town. It took us another hour of driving 
before we found a pay phone. I almost couldn't believe that 
it still existed, much less worked, but there it was. 

“It's like a dinosaur," I said. 

"A dinosaur that works, at least." He dropped in two 
quarters and dialed a number. “Is this Jim?" I was only 
getting one side of the conversation, but Camden seemed at 
ease. “It's Camden," he said. “I need documents." There was 
a long pause. "Small town near the border. Tiny place called 
Maple Falls." Another long pause. "Soon as possible. We're 
standing outside of a drug store." He hung up the phone and 
looked at me. 

“What happened?" 

"He said he'd be here in two hours." 

“Seriously?" 

“Seriously. I'm going to pay him a huge chunk of our 
money, but we'll get across with his documents at least." 

I leaned up against the wall. "You never cease to amaze 
me." 

“What can I say? I'm incredible." 

“Why aren't we going to Seattle, by the way?" 

He frowned. "I guess we should talk about that." He 
walked over to the curb and sat down. I walked over and sat 
down beside him, close enough for our legs to touch. 

Maple Falls was a tiny place, pretty much one street. It 
looked like the town time had forgotten, which probably 
explained why they still had a working pay phone. There 
was one single drug store, not even a chain place, and there 
was still an open Blockbuster next to that. There was one 



restaurant, some kind of Italian if I had to guess, and one 
clothing store. 

Basically, we were completely alone on the main street, 
and it didn't look like anyone was coming any time soon. 
Really, it didn't look like anything was going to happen any 
time in the next century. 

"What's wrong?" I asked him. 

"We shouldn't have been found last night," he said. 

"I know." 

"I was following a route Trip gave me." 

I stared at him, mind racing. "You didn't tell me that." 

"I didn't need to. It didn't seem important." He shook his 
head. "But it seems insane that they would have tracked us 
down to that exact place. I was being careful." 

"Do you trust Trip?" I asked suddenly. 

"If you had asked me that before last night, I would have 
said with my life. Now, I'm not so sure." 

"My parents are with him," I said softly. 

"Our parents." 

"We have to get them back." 

"And we will. When we're in Alaska. But that's why I 
didn't want to go to Seattle. We need to be extra careful 
from now on." 

"Are we still following his route?" 

"Not anymore. And we won't anymore until we get to 
Juneau." 

"What do we do once we're there?" 

"I have a number to call." 

"That's it?" 

He sighed. "That's it." 

"This is insane, Camden." 

"I know. But we have to play this thing out, see where it 
leads." 

"Shit," I said. 

He moved closed to me, his body pressing up against 
mine. "I love your dirty mouth," he said, smirking. 



"Knock it off." 

"I can't help it. I keep thinking about that sweet pussy of 
yours." 

"How can you transition from your friend betraying us to 
sex?" 

"It's easy. You drive me fucking insane." 

"Do you really think he betrayed us?" 

"I don't know. I hope not." 

"Camden," I said softly, "I'm afraid." 

He reached up and grabbed my hair, pulling me closer to 
him gently. I let out a gasp as he kissed my mouth roughly. 
Excitement ran through my spine as he pushed his mouth 
harder against mine, kissing me deep and hard. After a 
minute, he moved away, his hand still holding my hair. 

"Don't be," he said. "You're with me." 


It took more than two hours for his criminal friend to show 
up. 

"How do you even know this person?" I asked him once it 
was clear he was late. 

"Met him in Mexico," he said. "He supplied some 
documents to the cartel men. I'm usually good with names 
and numbers." 

"And he remembered you?" 

"Apparently. Not a lot of gringos working for the cartel." 

Around the third hour, a large white van with no windows 
in the back came rambling slowly down the street. Camden 
stood and crossed his arms, watching as the van slowly 
pulled over in front of us. It was the first car we'd seen in 
almost an hour. 

"Jim?" he called out. 

The tinted window rolled down. "Hello, Camden." 

He grinned and walked up to the van, shaking the man's 
hand. He was old, with wild graying hair and sharp blue 



eyes. His white beard was trimmed close and his long hair 
was tied back in a ponytail. He pulled the van over next to 
our car and parked it. 

"Let's see what we're doing," Jim said, stepping out. He 
looked me over and nodded. "Just the passports and 
licenses?" 

"Standard fare," Camden said. 

"No problem. But it's going to cost you a lot, getting me 
out here like this." 

"Fine. Whatever you want." 

He nodded and opened the door to his van. "Come on, 
you first," he said, gesturing at me. 

I stood up and followed him into the back. I was shocked 
at what I saw. Inside, it was like a police stakeout van from 
the movies, except it was filled with equipment to make fake 
documents. He sat me down in front of a simple white 
backdrop on a tiny stool and told me not to move. 

"Ever have a passport photo taken before?" he asked. 

"I have." 

"So many people in your generation don't bother getting 
one." 

"We don't get to travel as much, I guess." 

He took a picture without telling me. "Maybe that's true." 

"Wait, can you take it again?" 

He laughed. "Sure, for an extra fifty bucks." 

I shut my mouth as he got to work. I felt uncomfortable 
around him. He was older, but he was far from friendly, and 
he was working methodically to put together a few things. 
Machines whirred and printed, and he meticulously pasted 
on images and drew in watermarks. 

I watched it all in stunned silence. When he was finished, 
he handed me a passport and a driver's license from 
California. 

"Lucy May?" I asked. 

"That's your name. Memorize all that info, too." 

I looked at the birthday. "I'm not twenty-eight." 



“Close enough. Now get out of here." 

I climbed out of the van. "Dick," I mumbled. 

Camden grinned as I approached. “How'd it go?" 

“You can call me Lucy," I grumbled. 

"Camden," Jim called out. "Your turn." 

While he went through the same weird process I just went 
through, I sat on the curb and memorized my new identity. 
By the time Camden came back, grinning ear to ear, I had it 
down pretty well. 

"And?" I said to him. 

"You can call me Cincinnati." 

"Seriously?" 

He shrugged. "His idea of a joke, I guess." 

"That's insane." 

"Maybe. But the quality is incredible, especially 
considering this was all last minute." 

"Payment time," Jim said, coming around the van and 
interrupting us. 

Camden went into the car and pulled out the duffle. He 
unzipped it and began to count out stacks. 

Jim was suddenly very still. His face was impassive, but I 
noticed the change in his demeanor immediately. 

"Here's five thousand, like you said." 

He looked at the stacks in Camden's hand. He glanced at 
me and then moved fast. He whipped a gun out from the 
waistband of his pants and aimed it directly at Camden's 
face. 

"What are you doing?" Camden asked. 

"This just became an old-fashioned robbery," Jim replied. 

"You son of a bitch," Camden growled. "We need this." 

"So do I. You think it's easy living like I do? That kind of 
cash could change my fucking world." 

"I can't give this to you." 

Jim pressed the barrel of the gun against Camden's 
forehead. "Hand it over." 

"Do it, Camden," I said, my whole body stiff with fear. 



Reluctantly, Camden handed over the bag. Grinning, Jim 
slung it over his shoulder and slowly backed toward the car. 

"I'll let you keep those documents," he said. 

"Thanks," I mumbled. 

"You just made a serious enemy," Camden said, staring 
Jim down. 

"I know. But you'll never see me again, so who cares?" 

Jim climbed into his van, still aiming the gun at Camden. 

"Never stop driving," Camden said slowly. "Otherwise, I'll 
catch you." 

"Maybe next time." He waved, started the van, and then 
drove away. 

I stood next to Camden, watching the van slowly 
disappear down the street. "What do we do now?" I asked 
him. 

He grinned at me and walked over to the car. He opened 
the trunk and gestured for me to join him. I walked over and 
stood next to him, looking down. He lifted up the spare tire's 
cover and laughed. 

Shoved down inside the spare tire were fat rolls of money. 

"What the hell?" I said, laughing along with him. "You 
had more?" 

"I'm paranoid," he said. "I like to keep some separate, just 
in case." 

"How much is that?" 

"Enough to get us there. But not much." 

I laughed and kissed him again, his arms wrapping 
around my waist. "Canada?" I asked after a second. 

"Canada." 


It was dark when we got to the border crossing. 

There were only a few cars ahead of us as we queued for 
the guards. We didn't speak, and I felt my heart hammering 
in my chest. I went over the information on my documents 



over and over again in my head, making sure I knew every 
date by heart. 

“Remember," Camden said suddenly, “don't hesitate 
when they ask you something. This is who you are now." 

“I got it." 

He looked at me and smiled. "You're going to be fine, 
Lucy." 

“I know, Cincinnati." 

“Call me Nate. All my friends do." 

“Friends?" 

“Sure. Hundreds of them." 

"I find that hard to believe. Did Jim fake them, too?" 

He laughed and we pulled up a spot. I felt a little better, 
but I still kept going over the facts in my head. 

This was the first time we were coming across an 
authority figure. In all our time driving stolen cars and 
shooting guns, we hadn't come up against the police yet. I 
was nervous they were going to spot the problems with our 
story right away and throw us in handcuffs. 

"What if they're looking for you?" I asked suddenly. 

He sighed. "I was hoping you wouldn't think of that." 

"You mean that's possible?" 

He looked at me. "I killed three people in the last week. 
Yes, it's possible." 

I sat back, stunned into silence as we advanced another 
car. We were one away, and I could see the border guards 
eyeing us up from their booths. I suddenly felt like a 
criminal, and the full magnitude of what was happening 
sunk in. 

I was in a car with a man who had killed. We had cash in 
the trunk, guns up front, and we were traveling with fake 
documents. If something went wrong, we were both going to 
jail. 

“It's going to be okay," he said. “I'll get us through this." 

My heart was racing as the car in front of us pulled 
forward. 



"Ready?" he asked. 

"No." 

He pulled up and stopped, rolling down his window. 

"Documents, please," the guard said. 

Camden handed him both of our fake passports. The 
made a show of looking at them and glancing up at us. 

"Names?" 

"Cincinnati Benadictus," Camden said. "But call me 
Nate." 

The guard looked at me. "Name, please." 

"Lucy May." 

He looked back down, studying the documents. After 
second, he looked back up. "Reason for your visit, sir?" 

"Vacation." 

"You, miss?" 

"Same for me," I said. 

"Where are you guys headed?" 

"Vancouver. We hear the beer there is fantastic." 

The guard didn't smile, just handed him back the 
documents. "Anything to declare?" 

"Just my love of your fine country." 

He frowned. "Please, sir. Anything of value to declare? 
Any cash or illegal substances we should be aware of?" 

"No. Nothing." 

The guard stared at us for a second. "What about you 
he said, looking at me. 

"Me?" 

"Yes. Anything to declare, miss?" 

I shook my head. "No, nothing." 

"Baby formula? Plants? Grains or seeds?" 

"None of that," I said. 

He nodded. My heart was about to jump out of my 
ribcage. 

"Have a nice trip," he said, and the gate in front of us 
rose. 



Camden accelerated smoothly past the guards and over 
the border. 

“Welcome to Canada," he said, grinning. 

I felt like I was going to pass out with relief. 

"I never thought I'd be so happy to be here," I said. 
"Nobody feels this excited for Canada." 

“Except criminals." 

“Obviously." 

We drove north for another few hours, the miles flashing 
by. I felt elated, terrified, confused, and ready. 

Alaska wasn't far away. 



Chapter Twelve: Camden 



The drive through Canada went surprisingly fast. 

We stopped at a Tim Horton's, like I promised her we 
would, but otherwise we stuck to whatever we found that 
was convenient and dingy motels. We ditched two different 
cars, moving up along the coast into colder and colder 
weather. 

At one point, we were forced to stop and buy heavier 
clothing. I hated using our money for that, but I couldn't 
exactly let Lacey freeze to death on my watch. Once the 
clothes were purchased, we were surprisingly light on cash; 
it would last us until we got to Juneau, but not much longer. I 
hoped, at least. 

And worst of all, I wasn't sure if Trip's people could be 
trusted, if they even existed. It kept nagging at me as we 
drove. I couldn't plan for what was going to happen because 
I genuinely had no clue. 

I wasn't sharing my reservations out loud with Lacey, 
though I could tell she was thinking the same thing. 

"What's going to happen when we get there?" she asked 
me one night, lying side by side. We hadn't slept together 
since the night in the car, but there was a tension between 
us. 

"I really don't know." 

"I hope we see our parents." 

"We will." 






"Do you still trust Trip?" 

I looked away. "I don't know." 

We lay there in silence for a while. I couldn't tell if she 
was sleeping or not until she let out a long, low sigh. 

"It's me they want, you know," I said finally. 

"What do you mean?" 

"They don't really care about you guys. They just want 
me." 

"What are you saying?" she asked. 

"I'm just stating a fact." 

"You're not going to sacrifice yourself for us." 

"That's not high on my list of things to do." 

"But you will." 

I looked over at her in the half moonlight. I wanted to kiss 
her lips, but I had no clue where we stood. The tension 
between us was so thick it was hard to breathe. 

"I will if I have to." 

She propped herself up on one elbow, frowning, her hair 
spilling all around her. 

"I'm not letting you do that." 

"You don't have much of a say, Lace." 

She put her hand on my chest. "Don't be an asshole." 

I couldn't take it anymore. I grabbed her hair, pulling her 
face toward me, and kissed her hard. She returned the kiss, 
at first. But after a moment, she gently pulled away. 

"Another night," she said, climbing into her own bed. 
"Now I'm tired." 

I sighed, clenching my jaw, my cock rock hard but 
throbbing, wanting her sweet pussy. I watched as she turned 
over and pretended to sleep. 

I had no clue what was going on with her, but she didn't 
want me to fuck her. Still, maybe not that night, but very 
soon I was going to eat every inch of her delicious little 
pussy until her voice went raw from moaning. 

I put my arms behind my head, annoyed that I was going 
another night with blue balls. She hadn't been frigid, 



exactly, since that first time we fucked, but she had been 
distant. I didn't know why but assumed it had something to 
do with the stress of the situation. Plus, she probably wasn't 
sure how she felt about the guy she watched murder two 
men, even if it was in self-defense. 

There were no easy answers here, this wasn't just a movie 
or a game. It was the real thing we were dealing with. I 
hated how complicated it all was. For me, life was simple: I 
protected my family, and I fucked when I wanted to fuck. 

But for Lacey, though, things weren't so easy. I wanted to 
make my tight little step sister come for me over and over, 
and as much as I knew she wanted it too, she was obviously 
too conflicted. 

But it didn't matter. I'd keep her safe, and I'd get that 
nice wet pussy again soon enough. 

I rolled over and tried to sleep. 


But it wasn't long before we were through the Canadian 
portion of the trip and knocking on the door of America 
again. 

We didn't have to stray far from the border as we wound 
our way up toward Juneau. The biggest part of Alaska was 
the most northern, and it bordered Canada's Yukon Territory 
It was basically one huge frozen wasteland where only the 
craziest, hardiest people went to live permanently. 

Fortunately, Juneau was still close to British Columbia, 
the westernmost province in Canada. It was in the middle of 
a small sliver of land that fell down from the mainland 
toward Canada, which meant it was only a few hours' drive 
from the border itself. 

We were ready for the crossing, but we were nervous. I 
had no clue if anybody had reported our car stolen yet or 
not, and I really didn't want to find out the hard way. We 
stole one just before trying to make the crossing, which 



definitely helped our chances, but it didn't guarantee 
anything. 

The line to get into Alaska from Canada was even shorter 
than the line from Washington to Canada, which meant we 
were put to the test almost immediately. Lacey seemed 
nervous, almost jittery, the whole ride toward the border, 
but she wasn't interested in talking. 

And frankly, neither was I. There were more important 
things coming, and I knew Lacey could handle herself. 

As it turned out, though, it was pretty easy to get into 
America as an American, especially when the border guard 
was a young, bored Alaskan. We declared nothing and were 
across almost within five minutes of pulling up. 

It was almost too good to be true, but neither of us 
complained. We sped down the highway, following signs for 
Juneau. I felt nervous and elated all at once. 

Finally, after what seemed like forever, we turned off the 
main road and headed in toward downtown Juneau. 

“So this is it," Lacey said, breaking our hours-long 
silence. 

"Smaller than I expected." 

“More water." 

Juneau was a port city located in a bay. It was split 
between two halves, a western and an eastern half, with a 
bridge over the water connecting them. 

But it wasn't much of a city. I was used to Mexico City, 
which was an enormous urban place, and Lacey was 
probably used to Chicago. Juneau, though, was more like 
Hammond or any number of smaller cities spread 
throughout the US. Alaska probably didn't have the 
population to support a large urban center. 

“Small, too." 

“Can't be too many people that want to live out in 
Alaska," I said. 

“Still. This is where we're supposed to hide?" 



"Maybe, maybe not. This is where we're supposed to 
meet Trip, at least." 

She went silent at that as we slowly drove through the 
city streets. There were people out, though it was late in the 
day on a Thursday. The people were mostly dressed in 
outdoors-type gear, raincoats and boots and thick-looking 
sweaters. We were dressed similarly, which was good. We 
wouldn't stand out. 

"What do we do?" she asked after a few minutes of 
driving. 

"Look for a pay phone." 

"You're really going to call that number?" 

"I don't have much of a choice here." 

"Are you sure you don't know where Trip might be? 
There's no other way of contacting him?" 

I sighed. "This is the plan, Lace. We didn't have time to 
set up anything more than this." 

"Still, you're supposed to be partners in crime." 

I clenched my jaw, memories coming back to me. I 
remembered the desert and Trip's big black cowboy hat. On 
the ground in front of us were two men, strangers to each 
other, but well-known to the cartel. They owed us money, 
owed us a lot of money, and we were supposed to get that 
money. But when we showed up at their houses, they had 
both tried to run. 

We got runners every once in a while, but usually people 
realized that it was useless to try to resist. Those two guys, 
though, they had both put up a fight, which was very 
unusual. Our standard practice with runners was to tie them 
up and drag them out into the desert. That was usually 
enough to scare them into talking. 

But those two, they were made of stone. Or maybe they 
were feeding off each other's energy. Either way, they 
refused to talk. 

"Come on," Trip said. "Where's the money?" 

"Fuck you," the thin man said. 



I kicked him in the face and he flopped backward. 

“What about you?" Trip said to the ugly one. 

“What he said." 

I kicked him, too, probably knocking out a tooth. 

Trip sighed. "We can't let this stand, gentleman. We need 
money and we need it today." 

"I have nothing for you," the ugly man said. "You might 
as well kill me." 

“Okay," Trip said. 

Before I could stop him, he put the gun to the ugly man's 
head and pulled the trigger, blowing his brains out. The 
blood spattered all over the thin man's face. 

"What the fuck, Trip," I said. 

He shrugged, shaking his head. “He wasn't going to pay 
up." Trip looked at the thin man, shaking in fear, covered in 
the other man's blood. "Will you pay?" 

"Yes! Please don't kill me!" 

We got our money that night. But I couldn't forget the 
brutal and intense look on Trip's face as he murdered that 
man in cold blood. It wasn't like I hadn't seen Trip kill before, 
or like I hadn't killed myself. But it was the callous, almost 
careless way that he did it that made me nervous. 

There was something in Trip that I didn't understand. We 
may have been partners in crime, but I didn't know him 
nearly as well as I should have. 

"We were close," I said slowly, "but not that close. We 
were the only two white men in the cartel, so that naturally 
made us gravitate toward each other. Plus, we were both 
being run by the CIA. But I didn't know him that well." 

She stared at me. "You're kidding, right? I thought you 
two were best buddies." 

"We worked well together. But other than that, I wouldn't 
say we were friends." 

"Fuck, Camden. You left our parents with a guy you 
apparently barely know?" 

"I trust him. I mean, I trusted him." 



“What about now?" 

"You know I'm not so sure now." 

“Get sure. Because if we're calling, we're taking a huge 
risk." 

“I know that. No other choice, though." 

I continued driving, looking for a pay phone. There had to 
be at least one in the whole city of Juneau, especially 
considering it wasn't exactly the most advanced placed in 
the world. 

“We can't just do nothing," I said. 

“I know that. But what if Trip really did betray us?" 

"One way to find out," I said, pulling over. 

I walked down the block, smiling to myself. Attached to 
the front of a performing arts center was a single, lone pay 
phone. I jingled the quarters in my pocket. 

Lacey came after me. "Are you sure about this?" 

I dropped the change into the slot. "Not really." 

"Maybe we should look around first." 

I dialed the number. "Yeah, maybe." 

"We can find a home base. Get settled in. Take a day and 
see what we see." 

The line was ringing. "That's a good idea." 

"Is that thing seriously working?" 

It kept ringing and ringing. After the tenth ring, and a few 
long seconds of an angry stare from Lacey, I was ready to 
give up. My heart sank into my stomach as I realized that I 
had no way of contacting Trip, no way of finding out what 
had happened to my mother. If I forgot the number, or if it 
was no longer good, then we were screwed. 

Eleven rings. 

"Maybe you should hang up?" Lacey said, looking around 
nervously. 

Twelve rings. 

"Come on," I said softly. 

Thirteen rings. 

"Leave a message," she said. 



Fourteen rings. 

“Not picking up." 

I looked at the phone in my hand, ready to hang it up. 
Maybe I could try again. Maybe it would work. Just as I was 
about to slam it down onto the receiver, I heard a weird 
noise come out of the handset. 

I pushed it up against my ear quickly. 

"Hello?" 

“Who is this?" the voice said, clearly annoyed. 

"Trip sent me." 

There was a long pause. The voice was a man's voice, and 
I listened closely, trying to hear something in the 
background. But there was nothing but silence. 

Lacey gave me a worried look. 

“Where are you?" the man asked. 

"Who is this?" I asked instead. 

“We don't have time for that. This line isn't safe." 

"Then speak fast. Where's Trip?" 

The man was clearly annoyed. "Trip is here and he is safe. 
We can come get you." 

"Tell me where you are first." 

"Listen to me," the man said quickly. "If this is Camden, 
you must tell us where to find you. We're all in danger." 

I clenched my jaw. I didn't want to tell them where we 
were, but they were my only chance. And he was right, we 
absolutely were in danger. 

"We're outside the Juneau Performing Arts Center, on the 
pay phone." 

"I know where that is," the man said. "Stay there. We will 
be there in ten minutes." 

"Okay, but—" 

He hung up, cutting the line dead. 

I hung up the receiver and looked at a concerned Lacey. 

"You told them where we are," she said. 

"And they're on the way." 

"Who are they?" 



“I don't know. Trip's people." 

"This could be bad." 

"Go get in the car. Make sure you're out of sight. Sit low 
down in the seat. Make sure you can see me, but don't draw 
attention to yourself." 

"What are you talking about?" 

"I don't want you anywhere near me when these guys 
show up." 

"No. We're sticking together." 

"Lacey. This isn't an option." 

She took a step closer to me. "Listen, Camden. I get it. 

You feel like you have to do whatever it takes to keep us 
safe. But you aren't sacrificing yourself." 

"I can't keep you safe from this," I said angrily. "I don't 
know what's coming." 

"It doesn't matter." 

"It does. Drive away, Lace, if anything goes south. I can 
handle myself, but I might hold back if you're nearby." 

She stared at me silently for a second, and I had the 
absurd desire to grab her and start kissing her right then 
and there. But we didn't have time for that. The men were 
on their way, and I had no clue what they were bringing or 
what was going to happen. 

"Okay," she said finally. "But don't get hurt." 

"I won't." 

She looked at me for another second and then jogged 
back toward the car. I watched her climb in, safely far away 
but still within viewing distance. I leaned back against the 
pay phone and idly checked my gun, making sure the safety 
was off. 

I felt strangely calm. This was what we had driven so far 
for. Whatever was going to happen was coming, and I'd 
finally find out whether Trip could be trusted. 

I would make it work out. I had to. 

There was no other choice. 



Chapter Thirteen: Lacey 



I hated being so far away from what was happening. 

But he had a good point. He had to protect me and also 
somehow navigate what was about to happen, and having 
me nearby probably wasn't going to help. Still, I wished he 
had given me a gun at least, something I could use to help if 
something bad happened. I would probably shoot myself in 
the foot, but still. 

As I sat down lower in the car, watching as Camden 
casually leaned up against the pay phone, it hit me square 
in the chest: when had I become the kind of person that 
wished she had a gun? Only a few weeks ago, I was appalled 
by the mere sight of a weapon and never in a million years 
wanted to own one. Suddenly, though, I was wishing that I 
had one in my hands, ready to fire if necessary. 

That scared and excited me. I didn't want to be a violent, 
dangerous person, but maybe I needed to be. Maybe I 
needed to grow up and start sacrificing for those I loved. 

For all his faults, Camden was certainly ready to do what 
it took to keep everyone safe. It was his fault, or it was 
mostly his fault, or maybe he was a victim as much as we 
were. I couldn't really tell. The story about the CIA, or 
whoever they were, really threw a wrench into my feelings. 
Before, it had been so black and white. But now it was 
anything but simple. 



I wanted to hate him. I wanted to despise him and never, 
ever see him again once everything was over. But as time 
went by, I began to see things in him. I began to see the old 
Camden I knew, buried under the layers of the intense and 
almost scary person he had become, but still there. 

He was cocky and funny and strong. He was dangerous 
and always looking for a thrill. But he was also protective of 
us and would do anything for me. 

I didn't plan on having sex with my stepbrother. That's 
not exactly something you wake up in the morning and 
think, oh hey, I should totally bang my stepbrother today It 
just happened, and I didn't regret it one bit. 

Because I wanted him. I wanted him more than anything. 
His strong, ripped body, his heart-melting grin, his passion, 
it all made me want to kiss his full lips as hard as I could. 

He fucked up. He put us in a terrible position. But he was 
trying to fix it. 

I watched him the whole time, never took my eyes off 
him. I couldn't. It had been the longest in the past few days 
that I had gone without him being right by my side. I felt 
almost naked. 

But he looked confident. Sure of himself. Like nothing 
could possibly go wrong. And maybe in his head that was 
the truth. Maybe, somewhere inside him, he couldn't 
imagine failing. 

The longer I was with him, the more I began to think that 
way, too. Like he was invincible. 

But there was still that darkness. That need to sacrifice 
himself, like he was some kind of martyr. 

Suddenly, a black pickup truck came around the corner 
and pulled over in front of Camden, pulling me from my 
thoughts. I watched as three men climbed out and 
approached. I felt my heart beat faster, nervousness flooding 
me. 

Camden smiled and gestured. The men said something, 
moved slightly closer. They looked tough, but that could 



have just been my mind playing tricks. I was too far to get a 
really good look at them. Camden held his hands out and 
the men stopped moving. They were talking, but I had no 
clue what they were saying. I couldn't read lips. 

Camden didn't look scared, and the men didn't look 
aggressive. The more I stared, they looked normal, actually, 
like they were fishermen. One was middle aged, going to fat 
a little bit, but had a full head of dark hair cut short. He wore 
a sweater and jeans and a dark jacket. The other two were 
younger, though not by too much more. The longer I 
watched, the more I saw a resemblance, and I realized that 
they were probably related. 

The older man was doing the most talking. The one 
younger guy was wearing a red vest, and he stood off to the 
side, his arms crossed. The other young guy had a hat on 
with a bunch of different colors in the weave, and he was 
more active in whatever they were saying. Camden seemed 
to ignore both of the young guys, only looking at the older 
man. 

My heart was hammering in my chest and throat. I felt 
almost sick and trapped in the car. It had become almost like 
a second home for a while there, but suddenly it was like a 
coffin. 

I wanted to get out. I wanted to open the door and 
breathe the fresh, cold air. Instead, I stayed where I was, 
because Camden had told me to. 

What's taking them so long? I thought. 

I wanted whatever was going to happen to happen 
already. The waiting was the worst part. I was sick of waiting, 
sick of traveling, sick of being in limbo. I wanted something 
solid. 

I was practically itching with anticipation and worry. 

And then Camden looked right at me. My breath caught 
in my throat as his gaze pierced directly into the front 
windshield. 



The two men followed his eyes. Camden nodded and 
gestured, drawing me out. 

I stared at him. The men didn't move, just watched. 
Camden gestured again, this time clearly wanting me to 
come over. 

Slowly, I climbed out of the car. My heart was racing. I 
could barely breathe. 

I began the long walk over. 

It was happening. These men, these dangerous men, 
whoever they were, they might be deadly. 

But I had to trust Camden. 

And as I left the relative safety of the car, I realized that I 
did. I trusted him with my life, with my everything. 


I sat squished in the front seat of the truck. Camden was 
against the window and I was between him and the older 
man. His name was Mikhail, and the two younger guys were 
Tomas and Brent. The two boys were cousins, and they were 
all Russian immigrants as far as I could tell, though I didn't 
exactly ask. 

“How far is this place?" Camden asked Mikhail. 

"Not too far," he said, his Russian accent obvious but not 
overwhelming. "Maybe twenty more minutes." 

The two boys were sitting in the back flat bed, and I 
realized they must have been freezing with the bitter wind 
created by the moving truck. I glanced back at them and 
neither of them seemed to mind. They just sat there gazing 
out at the woodland as we drove by, their hair waving 
slightly in the wind. 

"Don't worry about them," Mikhail said, smiling at me. 
"They're strong boys. They will be okay." 

"It's cold out there," I said simply. 

"Always cold here. But not as cold as Russia." 

Camden laughed. "Russians always say that." 



“It's true! Your Alaska is nice place. But Russia is big and 
bold and always fucking freezing cold." 

“Sounds lovely," I said. 

"It is." Mikhail smiled at me again. 

Camden nudged my leg and rolled his eyes. I stifled a 
laugh. 

We continued driving through the forest down a small dirt 
road. We'd left the main highway ten minutes back and were 
traveling toward what looked like a string of mountains. 
Mikhail said the house was nearby, not quite at the 
mountains, but they seemed so close, almost like I could 
touch them already. They must have been absolutely huge. 

"Is Trip meeting us there?" Camden asked. 

"Trip isn't there right now." 

"But he will be?" ~ 

"Yes, yes. He will be tomorrow." 

"Where is he?" 

"Getting supplies. Cold here. Need lots of fuel. Lots of 
food." 

"What about our parents?" 

"They are good, very good. We treat them as good as 
possible." 

"My mom is okay?" 

"Your mom sings every day and takes long, hot baths." 

Camden was silent and looked back out the window. His 
expression had briefly turned confused, but it was gone. I 
glanced at him but had no clue what was going on inside his 
head. 

"What about my dad?" I asked. 

"He takes long walks. And drinks vodka with us after 
dinner." 

I laughed and shook my head. I wasn't surprised that he 
was taking to life in the wilderness, especially the part about 
the drinking. 

Back in Juneau, as soon as I approached the group, 
Camden had explained what was going on. Mikhail was the 



leader of a small Russian mob contingent out in Alaska, 
mostly running drugs in and out of Canada. Apparently Trip 
had been a good business partner back in the day, and he 
was paying them a good deal of money to shelter everyone 
until the Mexican cartel lost interest. 

Mikhail, Tomas, and Brent were members of the mob. 
Mikhail was clearly the leader, though Tomas seemed like he 
was second in command. Brent didn't say a single word, and 
he actually creeped me out a bit. I avoided looking at him 
for too long. 

But Mikhail was nice enough. Maybe a little rough and 
gruff, but he didn't seem dangerous at all. In fact, he 
seemed like just another old fisherman or hunter, not at all 
like he was some kind of dangerous mobster. Maybe looks 
could be deceiving, but I immediately liked Mikhail. The 
tension that had been dogging me ever since we'd left 
Hammond was beginning to slightly release, and I was 
excited to finally see my dad again. 

The plan was for the three of them to drive us up to a 
small cabin near a lake where we'd be staying. He said that 
a few of his men took turns sleeping at the place to keep 
watch, but that we had the run of it for the most part. 

And that we'd be staying there for a while, out in the 
middle of nowhere. 

I wasn't sure how I felt about that. 

On the one hand, it meant I didn't have to stress about 
the Mexicans catching up with us again. On the other, it was 
probably going to be pretty damn boring out in that cabin 
with nothing to do. 

Nothing to do except Camden. I felt a thrill run through 
me as I imagined all the different things he could do to me 
out in the wilderness. I wanted to fuck him in the forest, up 
against a tree, or down on the rough dirt. I knew it wasn't 
the best place to fantasize about fucking my stepbrother, 
especially when we were on our way to see our parents, but I 
couldn't help it. 



I was soaking wet, my panties useless, as I glanced over 
at Camden. I hoped that Mikhail wouldn't notice, but I knew 
that was a crazy thought. Nobody would suspect that 
Camden and I had something going on between us. After all, 
stepsiblings didn't usually want to sleep with each other as 
badly as we did. 

Then again, I wasn't sure what was going on. Now that 
the danger was behind us, and I felt myself beginning to 
relax, I knew there was a deep well of unresolved and 
unexamined feelings bubbling below the surface when it 
came to Camden. 

Every time I looked at him, it was a struggle. I wanted to 
laugh and I wanted to cry. 

The truck's heater was on full blast, and I felt good, safe, 
and happy for the first time since everything had happened. 
We were on our way to see our parents. We didn't have to 
worry about the cartel catching us. 

And yet Camden didn't look happy. He looked downright 
concerned, though he seemed to be making an effort not to 
show it. As we continued to drive in silence, Camden simply 
stared out the window, the frown on his face deepening with 
every minute. 

I couldn't imagine what he was thinking. 

"Here we are," Mikhail said, turning onto yet another dirt 
road. Up ahead, smoke was curling up through the trees, 
and Mikhail was angling for it. 

"Back here?" I asked. 

"Da, da, back here. Very beautiful cabin. Very beautiful 
area." He grinned at me. "But you be careful of bear." 

"There are bears here?" 

"Sure, big scary bears. The kind that will eat you up if you 
don't run very fast." 

"He's messing with you," Camden said. 

"No, never mess with pretty girl." 

"I can handle a bear," I said. 



Mikhail laughed loudly. "I'm sure you can. I believe you 
are very strong." 

The truck pulled through a break in the woods, and up 
ahead was a large house. It wasn't at all what I expected. In 
my head it was a log cabin, basically nothing more than a 
little shack. But this house was the opposite of that. 

It was big. Not enormous, but bigger than most houses I 
knew. It had satellite dishes on the top and a four-car garage 
attached to the side. It looked modern, or at least modern 
enough, with a corrugated tin roof and tan stucco. There was 
one other truck parked out front, and smoke curled from the 
chimney, but otherwise the place looked empty. 

Camden put his arm around me. I looked at him and 
smiled, excitement filling me. I wanted to kiss him, but I 
knew it would be weird in front of Mikhail. I loved the 
contact and hoped he knew that I felt the same way: we 
were finally somewhere safe. We didn't have to run anymore. 

But the look on his face suddenly terrified me. He was 
deadly serious, almost blank, and he wasn't looking at me. 

"Stop the car," Camden said. 

"What is wrong?" Mikhail asked. 

"Stop or I blow your fucking head off." 

Mikhail was silent. Then he glanced at the hand that was 
on my shoulder. I looked too and realized that Camden was 
holding a gun pointed right at Mikhail's face. 

"What is this?" 

"I said, stop the car. And tell your boys to stay where they 
are." 

"You shoot me? I help you." Mikhail seemed outraged. 

"My mom doesn't take baths, and she doesn't fucking 
sing. Stop the truck." 

After half a second, the truck slowly came to a halt. We 
were about fifty feet from the front of the house. 

"Roll down the window. Tell your boys to relax." 

Mikhail rolled down the window and yelled something in 
Russian. The two boys perked up but didn't move. 



“If you speak Russian again, I'll kill you," Camden said. 

“What's your goal here?" 

“Get out." 

“What?" 

"Get out of the truck," Camden repeated. 

Mikhail looked at me and I stared back, fear jolting 
through me. I had no clue what was happening, but I was 
trusting Camden. 

"Is this what you want, pretty girl?" he asked me. 

"Talk to her again and I kill you. This would be easier if 
you were dead, you know." 

He glared at Camden for a second and then began to 
move. He unbuckled his seatbelt, opened the door, and 
slowly climbed out of the truck, keeping his hands in sight at 
all times. He stood just outside the door. 

"Slide into the driver's seat," Camden said to me. 

I did as he asked. He kept the gun pointed at Mikhail. 

"Tell them to get out," he said. 

Mikhail motioned at the boys and they both climbed off. 

"Shut the door." 

Mikhail slammed it shut. 

"Reverse out of here," Camden said to me. 

"Camden, what's—" 

"Fuck, do it now, Lacey!" 

I jammed the truck into reverse and slammed on the gas. 
It shot back, scattering the three men. I saw the boys draw 
weapons seemingly out of nowhere and aim at us. 

Suddenly, there was a loud crack from somewhere toward 
the house and a loud bang from the truck. The steering 
suddenly felt strange, like I was having trouble controlling 
the car. There was a loud flapping and banging sound 
coming from underneath the truck as I continued driving. 

"Shit!" Camden said. 

There was another crack and another loud bang. The 
truck started to swerve. 



“Camden!" I yelled. He grabbed the wheel and tried to 
stabilize the truck, but we were out of control. 

“Brake!" he yelled over the sound of grinding gravel. 

I slammed the brakes but it was too late. The back of the 
truck fishtailed and we began to skid. Finally, we slammed 
into a tree. 

The airbag deployed, a white blur slamming into my face 
as I was thrown forward. I heard a sickening crunch and felt 
blinding pain roll through my body. The whole scene 
suddenly went into slow motion as smoke curled up from the 
car's engine, filling the cabin. 

I heard a ringing in my ears and managed to look up, 
groggy. Camden was wedged up against the windshield and 
the dashboard, blood running down his forehead. I tried to 
say something but couldn't. He wasn't moving. 

I looked up. The house seemed so far away. I grabbed for 
the door handle, terrified and desperate. 

Why did Camden do this? kept running through my mind. 

As I pushed open the door, rough hands grabbed me. 

They pulled me out into the cold air. It felt good, being out of 
the car. 

"Camden," I said. The arms gathered me up, lifting me off 
the ground. Someone said something, but I couldn't 
understand. The ringing in my ears was so loud, and I was 
really dizzy. 

“Camden," I said again. 

Nobody answered. I tried to look around, but I couldn't 
find him. 

I realized that I was slung over Mikhail's shoulder, and 
they were carrying me toward the house. I looked over and 
saw Camden held between the cousins, his head dangling 
limp as blood from a cut on his head trickled down into his 
eyes. 

I tried to struggle but couldn't. My head was pounding, 
but at least the ringing and the dizziness was starting to 



abate. Mikhail kicked open the front door and carried us 
inside. 

The house was sparely furnished. I didn't get a good look, 
though, because I was practically upside down and not 
thinking right. We went through another door and down 
some steps, around a few more corners, and I was finally 
deposited down onto a chair in a tiny room. 

Camden came in after me and was shoved down onto the 
chair beside me. The cousins began to duct tape our hands 
and feet to the chairs, and finally wrapped tape around our 
mouths. I looked at Camden and felt relieved to see that he 
was gazing back at me, sadness and fury in his eyes. But he 
was alive and conscious. 

Mikhail stood in front of us, smiling. 

“You should have done this the easy way," he said. 

Camden tried to say something and struggled against his 
bonds. Tomas punched him in the gut, making him stop. 

"Don't struggle, Camden," Mikhail said. He gestured at 
the boys, who both left the room immediately. 

I looked around. There was no window and the walls were 
made of cinderblock. I had no clue how everything had 
suddenly changed without warning, my whole world shifting 
again. One second I was happy for the first time since 
everything had happened, and the next I was duct taped to 
a chair and shaking with fear, my head still spinning from 
the crash. I inspected my surroundings some more, trying to 
get my bearings. The door was thick wood with several locks 
on the outside. There was a single bare bulb hanging from 
the ceiling and a little grate in the floor toward the back 
corner. It felt damp and uncomfortable, though that was 
probably because I was duct taped to a chair. 

Mikhail stood there grinning at us for another minute. My 
head was pounding, but I was able to think more clearly with 
every passing minute. 

“Well, here you are," he said. "Welcome to salvation." He 
laughed softly to himself. "Trip will be seeing you both soon, 



I'm sure.” 

He turned to leave, but he stopped and looked back. His 
eyes were shining with joy, like he was thinking of the 
funniest joke in the world. 

"And by the way," he said, grinning wickedly, "El Tiburon 
says hello." 

He slammed the door and was gone. 



Chapter Fourteen: Camden 



I was so fucking stupid to not see it coming sooner. 

I knew something was strange about the guys. The way 
they carried themselves didn't make them seem like they 
were normal civilians, but then again they were up front 
about being mob. I figured that was all there was to it. But I 
didn't put it together until it was much too late. 

El Tiburon worked with people up north to help distribute 
the product. It must have been Mikhail and his people; 
otherwise, why would the Russian mob be working with a 
random Mexican cartel? I knew it seemed odd at first that 
Trip knew some Russian mobsters, but their story seemed 
like it made sense. 

But I didn't put that together until we were almost to the 
safe house. By that point, there wasn't much I could do. 

And then when I finally did make my move, it hadn't 
worked. I put Lacey in danger and I didn't even get us away. 

Anger and pained lanced through my body. I looked over 
at her and saw the anger reflected in her eyes. We were 
stuck to the chairs, alone in the basement room. The duct 
tape itched and was cutting off the circulation to my hands, 
but I didn't care. 

To come so far, only to get caught by another random 
mob. 

But this proved it beyond a measure of a doubt: Trip had 
betrayed us. I didn't know why, but Trip clearly wasn't who 






he said he was. Or at least he had motives I didn't 
understand. 

Question swirled through my mind. Why hadn't he just 
killed me sooner? Who had blown our cover? 

And most importantly, what happened next? 

The room was damp and cold as time slowly ticked past. I 
wanted to tell Lacey that it was going to be okay, but the 
tape over my mouth made sure I wasn't speaking anytime 
soon. I had no clue how long we were down there before 
someone finally came to the door. It was Mikhail again with 
Tomas in tow. 

Mikhail yanked off the tape over my mouth. I took a huge, 
deep breath, tasting glue and plastic. 

"So, here you are," Mikhail said. 

"You could be gentler with the tape next time," I said, 
smirking at him. 

"You know," Mikhail said, sitting down on a little stool 
that Tomas placed in the room before stepping back out and 
shutting the door, "I hate this part. I didn't like it in the 
army, and I don't like it now." 

"Poor guy. Must be hard." 

"I need answers." He pulled a slim, sharp-looking knife 
from a holster on his belt. "Answers to all my questions." 

"Why are you working with El Tiburon?" 

He gave me a long look. "I'm going to answer one of your 
questions. Choose wisely. After that, for every new question 
you ask, I cut off part of her body." He jerked his head at 
Lacey, whose eyes went wide. 

I leaned back in my chair. "Okay then. Where's Trip?" 

Mikhail laughed. "Good question, but ultimately of no use 
to you." 

"Still, that's my question." 

"Trip is farther north in another one of our houses. He is 
safe and so are your parents." Mikhail looked at his knife 
longingly. "We have others like me, up there. Men good with 
a knife." 



"You don't need to hurt them." 

"We don't? That's good. Then you answer all my 
questions." 

I stayed silent, staring at him. 

"Okay, we start now. What did you tell the Americans?" 

"Nothing." 

He stood up and punched me in the jaw. My head 
snapped back and my ears began to ring. I heard Lacey 
struggling. 

"Quiet girl, quiet," Mikhail said to her. 

"It's okay, Lace," I said. 

"What did you tell the Americans?" Mikhail repeated. 

"It doesn't matter." He punched me again. 

"What did you tell the Americans?" 

I shook my head. "You don't get it, do you?" 

He punched me again and again. I could feel blood 
pooling in my nose and my mouth. 

"Now, you answer, or I begin doing this to pretty girl 
here." 

"Don't touch her," I spat. 

"Answer me now." 

I struggled against my bonds. "Don't touch her," I said 
again. 

Mikhail sighed and walked over to Lacey. 

"You know," he said slowly, "torturers usually like to 
choose a single piece of the body. With me, it's the skin. I 
can peel it off in thin sheets, layer after layer, each cut more 
painful than the next." He smiled at me. "She would look 
awful without her skin, don't you think?" 

"Okay, okay," I said. "Stop." 

He raised an eyebrow, knife perched between his fingers, 
waiting. 

"I told them everything." 

He smiled. "Now we're getting somewhere." 

"I told them everything," I repeated, and spit blood onto 
the floor. 



“Now you give me specifics. Dates and times." 

And so I told him. As I rattled it off, information like when 
meetings took place and when sales went down, I could see 
that he began to realize that it really didn't matter. I didn't 
mind telling him everything, because the information the 
Americans had was irrelevant. It wasn't going to change 
their situation and they couldn't do anything about any of it. 

"How long?" Mikhail said, interrupting me. 

"How long what?" 

"Were you working for the Americans?" 

"Since the beginning." 

He sighed. "Oh, Camden. Poor Camden. Your boss really 
liked you." 

He moved away from me, walking back over toward 
Lacey. "What are you doing?" I asked. 

"Hurting the girl now." 

"Stop. Why?" 

"Because you are useless and I am frustrated." 

"Don't fucking touch her," I growled. 

He looked down at his knife. "You know, Camden, I used 
to do this. For Soviet government, back when I was very 
young man. They taught me many good things with knife, 
many good things. Many painful things." 

"You sick fuck." 

"Yes, I am sick fuck. I admit." 

He grabbed Lacey's arm, moving the knife down toward 
her skin. 

"I'll tell you who they are," I said quickly. 

Mikhail stopped and looked at me. "You don't know." 

"Yes, I do. I know some names." 

"Speak." 

"First, we make a deal." 

He raised his eyebrow. "You are taped to chair. You don't 
make deal." 

"I'll give you names. Descriptions. Everything I know 
about them. But you promise you don't hurt my family. You 



promise you'll kill only me." 

Lacey made a sound, but it was muffled by the tape. 

"Kill only you?" he asked. "Very dangerous. Why let 
family go? They may talk." 

"They won't. They're normal people. They're not like us. 
They'll be too afraid to talk." 

He crossed his arms, thinking. "So I make this deal, kill 
you, dump family off in Canada, and we're good? You tell me 
everything?" 

"That's the deal." 

"Okay. Save me time. Start talking." 

"Promise me." 

"Camden. I am gangster. What do you care about my 
word?" 

"Come on, Mikhail. You want to avoid some blood, save 
some time? Make Castillo happy? Make a little promise and 
follow through." 

"Okay. I promise." He walked over and sat back down on 
his stool, his knife balanced in his hand still. "Talk." 

"The first man I met called himself Steve." I told Mikhail 
everything then, every name I learned and every place we 
met. I guessed they were CIA, but I admitted that I wasn't 
sure. Mikhail listened patiently, nodding at some things as if 
he recognized a name or a place. 

It took me ten minutes to give him everything. I knew it 
might come in handy one day back when I was working for 
them, and so I had paid attention to every detail I could. I 
memorized it all, just in case I needed to trade information. 
Maybe that made me a traitor to my country, but I'd rather 
betray the people that failed me than watch the person I 
loved the most in the world get hurt. 

"And that's everything," I said at last. I wasn't sure what I 
had just done, but I was hoping I had saved the life of my 
family. 

"This is all very good." Mikhail stood up. 

"What about our deal?" 



"First, I talk to Castillo. Then, I decide if we have deal." 

He turned and left, slamming the door behind him. 

I looked over at Lacey. She stared back at me, her eyes 
wide. I shuffled my chair toward her, getting as close as I 
could. It took me a few minutes and I nearly tipped over, but 
eventually our legs were touching. 

"Listen to me," I said to her softly. "You're going to survive 
this." 

She made a noise. 

"I know. You can't live without me. I'm incredible. But you 
have to keep moving, no matter what happens to me." I 
dipped my head, taking a breath. "I can die if I know it 
meant something. And saving you means something to me." 

I looked back up at her. I bit my lip at the look she was 
giving me, the tears welling up in her eyes. 

"Don't do that," I said. She shook her head, tried to speak 
again. "Let's just be here, together, for a little while longer. 
Try not to cry for me, okay? Let's just sit together." 

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, visibly 
controlling herself. When she opened them again, I smiled. "I 
knew you were strong, Lacey, but fuck. You're even stronger 
than I could have guessed." 

We lapsed into silence then. I had never tried to 
communicate so much with just a look as I did in that 
moment. I knew it might be our final moment together, the 
last time I'd ever see her in this life. I knew I was going to 
die; there was no question about it. 

Nothing was going to save me now. 

But Mikhail had to keep his word. He may have been a 
gangster and a torturer, but he was also a father and an 
uncle. He understood the importance of family. And he 
understood the importance of keeping your word, especially 
when it would be easier not to. 

Lacey looked back at me, her beautiful big eyes blinking 
softly, her chest rising and falling with her breath, and I 
hoped she understood. 



I hoped she understood that everything I did, I did to 
keep her safe. I may have made mistakes a long, long time 
ago, but I'd worked so damn hard to make up for them. In 
the end, I hadn't worked hard enough. 

I hoped she understood that I loved her. That I was deeply 
fucking shattered whenever she came near me. That her 
touch was enough to make me hard, and her voice was 
enough to make me smile. 

It was all so unreal and strange and fucked up. I was in 
love with my stepsister and about to be murdered by 
Russian gangsters. The only thing I hoped for in what was 
left of my time was that she would be spared. 

It felt like hours that we sat there looking at each other, 
our knees and legs touching. We breathed together, syncing 
our bodies, and tried to understand. 


And then the door opened. 

"What are you doing?" Tomas said, coming toward us. He 
roughly yanked me over, toppling me to the ground, and 
dragged me back across the room. 

"What the fuck," I said. 

"Stay away from each other." 

"Where's Mikhail?" 

"He sent me to check on you." 

"What about our deal?" 

"Shut up." He unrolled more duct tape and shoved it over 
my mouth. "Now don't move." 

He walked out of the room again. I lay there on my side, 
staring at a blank white wall. I couldn't hear Lacey, much 
less see her. 

Is this the last thing I'm going to see? I thought. 

Not too long later, the door opened again. 

"Sorry for delay," Mikhail's voice said. "Looks like you 
took a spill." 



I heard footsteps and then Mikhail's face was looming 
over me, grinning. “I spoke to Castillo. He said deal is good." 

I stared back at him, but inwardly I felt relief spill through 
my body like water. 

"Girl and family, they can live. Happy now?" 

I nodded. 

"Good. Now we kill you." 

Lacey made a noise but Mikhail ignored her. I could hear 
her struggling against her bonds. Mikhail cut the tape on my 
wrists and my ankles and then dragged me to my feet. 

Tomas was standing in the doorway, aiming his gun at me. 

I went without a fight. I knew it was my only chance to 
save Lacey. I needed to cooperate, give them what they 
wanted. I didn't want to give them any reason for petty 
revenge. As I left the room, I looked at Lacey for as long as I 
could. I wanted her to understand that I loved her and 
always would. I wished Mikhail had taken the tape from my 
mouth so that I could have told her, wished I had told her 
earlier, but at least I had kept her alive. 

And then she was gone. They shut the door behind me 
and marched me back up the stairs. Tomas wrapped more 
tape around my hands, binding them in front of me, and 
marched me out the back door. I followed him, Mikhail 
behind me, into the woods. 

"Not much farther, Tomas," Mikhail said. "This should be 
okay." 

We stopped a few minutes later in a small clearing 
surrounded by woods on all sides. I could hear birds singing 
nearby. 

"We didn't want to get the house dirty, you know," 

Mikhail said, smiling at me. 

Tomas kicked me in the back of the knees, dropping me 
down. Mikhail crouched in front of me and ripped off the 
tape over my mouth. 

"So, anything else to tell us?" 

"Nothing." 



"You sure? Castillo said there was one more thing." 

"What are you talking about?" 

"To keep your family alive. Castillo says he wants to know 
who the leader is. What his name is." 

"I told you everything I know." 

"Please, Camden. You love girl, yes? You love pretty girl?" 

"Yes." 

"Then tell me name. Save pretty girl. Make death mean 
something for you." 

"I don't know his name," I said softly. "They just called 
him 'Spook.'" 

"Is that all you know?" 

"That's everything." 

"Shame. I hope that is enough to keep your girl alive." 
Mikhail stood up and nodded to Tomas. I heard a rifle click 
behind me. 

"Wait. Please. You have to save her." I stared at Mikhail. 

"I'll do what I can. Now die with some dignity." He 
stepped away and nodded at Tomas. 

My heart slowed down. I calmed my breathing as much as 
I could. 

This was the moment. This was how it ended. This was 
what death was like. It was actually going to happen. I never 
really thought— 

It never really seemed real. 

I couldn't actually be about to die. 

My life wasn't flashing before my eyes. 

I wasn't afraid. I was ready. 

I told her I would try not to sacrifice myself, but maybe in 
the end it was the only way I could absolve myself of my 
sins. I had fucked up too much to keep on living. I had to die 
so that they could keep on going. 

I had done as much as I could. 

I sighed and felt the weapon press against the back of my 
head. 



Chapter Fifteen: Lacey 



I couldn't stop myself. I didn't want to cry, knew he wouldn't 
have wanted me to, but the last look he gave me as they 
dragged him from the room kept replaying over and over in 
my mind. 

Camden was dead. Camden had done exactly what I had 
told him not to do, over and over again. He had sacrificed 
himself for me, sacrificed his own life to save mine. 

I didn't want it. I didn't want his sacrifice. 

I just wanted him. 

I felt the sobs rip through my chest. I could barely 
breathe as I cried, gasping for breath. After everything that 
had happened between us, after the whirlwind fear and sex 
and boredom, I couldn't believe that it was ending like this, 
in some damp basement out in the middle of nowhere. 

How had we gotten here? 

I wanted to tell him everything I felt. When he first 
showed back up, I had hated him. I had hated him so much 
for changing everything, for dragging us into his shitty life, 
for putting us all in danger. I thought he was cocky and self- 
centered and the biggest asshole in the world. 

But then I got to know him. As the days passed, my anger 
was replaced with something more, something much deeper. 
I couldn't explain it to him. The night in the car, when he 
fucked me like there was no tomorrow, I had hoped he 
understood. And again when I tasted his cum, I hoped he 



understood. But I never said it, not really. I never really told 
him that my hatred had grown into desire, and then into 
love. 

And now he'd never know. Because he was somewhere 
else, getting murdered. 

This wasn't how it was supposed to happen. Camden was 
the hero, the strongest man I knew, sexy and serious and 
funny and cocky all wrapped into one. I felt safe around him, 
like nothing bad could possibly happen. 

He had it all under control. He knew what he was doing. 

In stories, the hero never got killed no matter what. 

Things like this didn't happen to girls like me. I had 
worked hard to stay away from bad things and bad people. I 
was a good girl. 

But suddenly I was duct taped to a chair in a terrible 
damp room in the basement of some Russian mobster's 
Alaska hideout while the man I was falling deeply in love 
with got a bullet in his brain just upstairs. 

As the sobs slowly subsided, after who knows how long, I 
began to feel a rueful sort of mirth. Maybe life really was like 
this. Nobody could predict the future, which meant there 
was a chance any one of us could end up dead tomorrow or 
locked in a closet or on a cruise liner with the love of their 
life. Maybe one thing happened or another, and you just had 
no control over it, no matter how hard you worked or 
planned. 

For some reason, the universe had decided to destroy me. 
It had decided that everything I held dear in my life should 
be taken away. I had no clue where our parents were or if I'd 
ever see them again. I didn't know if the Russians would 
keep their promise to Camden and let me live. 

Frankly, I wasn't really sure that was what I wanted. 

I hated that he sacrificed himself for me. That asshole 
had been trying to sacrifice himself since the minute he 
came home, desperate to make up for the bad shit he had 
done. But the truth was, he was as much a victim of 



circumstance as I was. He got unlucky in Chicago and he got 
unlucky in Mexico, and the repercussions of that bad luck 
just so happened to spread out around him in ripples. It 
really wasn't his fault that the ensuing wave would possibly 
drown us all. 

Sitting there in the basement, I remembered one of the 
last times I saw Camden back before he left Hammond for 
Mexico. 

He leaned up against the railing of the bridge, looking 
out over the water I stood next to him, studying the line of 
his jaw, oblivious to everything else around us. 

"So, you're going to college," he stated. 

"Maybe, I guess ." 

"Sent out applications?" 

"Sure. Everyone does." 

"Not me." 

"Why not?" 

I watched as he shrugged slowly and threw a rock down 
into the slow-moving stream. "Seems like a waste." 

"Waste of what?" 

"Time, money. AH of it." 

"You're not stupid, Camden." 

He grinned at me. "Thanks, Lace." 

"Seriously. You want people to think you're this stupid 
thug, but really you're one of the smartest people I know." 

"I'm not sure that's true." 

"Come on. People practically worship you." 

"I know you do, at least." 

l rolled my eyes. "Just apply somewhere." 

"Is there even any time left?" 

"For some schools, yeah." 

He shrugged again, not wanting to commit, but I could 
tell he was considering it. He had so much potential, was so 
smart and beautiful and exciting. I wanted to grab his hair 
and bite his lip and force him to see himself the way I saw 
him. I wanted him to understand that he wasn't just some 



juvenile delinquent that loved to steal cars. He could be so 
much more. 

"Maybe. College just doesn't seem like it's the thing for 
me." 

"What's for you, then?" 

"I don't know." He threw another rock and I watched his 
biceps flex. "Working on cars, maybe." 

"Sure. But you'll have to stop stealing them first." 

He laughed. "I don't steal cars. Not officially, anyway." He 
looked at me, grinning. "You're just jealous." 

"Jealous of what?" 

"Me. You wish you could be so free. You're like this tightly 
wound dock that's constantly running out of time." He 
shifted his weight and faced me. 

"Nice metaphor for an idiot." 

"Thanks. But that's why you're so into me. You like that 
I'm free." 

"I'm not sure that's it." 

He grabbed my hips and pulled me against him. "You're 
right. It's probably my good looks and charm. ” 

"You're as charming as an old tire." 

"Didn't you just get done saying how smart I am and how 
much people like me?" 

"I was lying. I had a stroke. Help, help, I forget where / 
am." 

His grin widened as he pulled me tighter against him. My 
heart was hammering in my chest. 

"Good one. But don't forget," he said, soft as cotton, "I'm 
the free one. And all my time is borrowed." 

If only I could have convinced him back then. If only he 
could see what others saw in him. Instead, he wasn't going 
to see anything anymore. 



Two minutes passed, or maybe an hour, I wasn't sure. The 
room was brightly lit by a single bare bulb, which meant 
time essentially didn't pass until it all rushed to catch up in 
one painful and sudden moment. 

I was deep in my memories when the door pushed open. 

It slowly creaked toward me and a single man walked in, 
shutting it behind him. 

"Good evening, pretty girl," Brent said. 

He was short and stocky, all fat and muscle. He grinned 
at me this disgusting grin, and I realized that he was missing 
a few teeth. He had looked harmless enough when I first saw 
him all those hours ago, but suddenly he looked downright 
evil. He walked over to me, leaving his rifle leaned up 
against the wall near the door. 

"Rare we get pretty girls here," he said. "I see a whore in 
the city, but she isn't like you." He stood behind me, and I 
felt a chill run down my spine. 

"You smell nice," he said, sniffing the crown of my head. 
"Like flowers. You like flowers?" 

I wanted to scream, but the duct tape was still firmly over 
my mouth. 

"So, you be quiet now, yes? You be good and I won't hurt 
you." He paused and leaned into my vision. "Much." 

I began to struggle and he laughed. He unstrapped my 
right hand from the chair but held my wrist as I tried to hit 
him. He unstrapped my other hand, grabbing my wrist 
before I could punch him. He laughed as he tipped the chair 
over, smashing me onto my side. 

My head bumped off the ground and I saw stars. Groggily, 
I felt him begin to unstrap my ankles. 

"Like I said, don't fight and I won't hurt you too much." 

I felt my other ankle come free, and I desperately began 
to crawl away. I heard him cackling behind me and moved, 
trying to get to the gun that rested near the door. I was so 
close, maybe two feet away, when I felt him grab me by the 
feet and drag me back to the other side of the room. 



"That won't save you," he said, unbuckling his pants. 

I began to thrash and fight and he frowned at me. He 
pulled his belt off and hit me once in the face with the 
buckle. I tried to cry out, but the tape over my mouth 
muffled the sound. 

"I don't want to do that," he said. "But you're making this 
hard. I don't want it to be hard. I like simple." 

I moved away from him, cowering against the wall, sobs 
beginning to wrack my chest again. I wanted Camden, 
needed him to save me, but he was gone and I was gone. I 
could feel my soul draining out through my chest, pooling 
onto the concrete flood as Brent pulled his pants and his 
underwear down, revealing his hard dick. 

It was small and thick and covered in coarse hair, and he 
laughed as I cowered away from him. He repulsed me, made 
me want to vomit. He began to pull at my pants, tugging 
them down my hips, and I struggled at first. Another punch 
to my gut, though, knocked every ounce of resistance out of 
me. I was nothing; my body was just a shell. I was ready to 
give in to whatever was happening. Nothing mattered 
anymore, anyway. Camden was gone and I was going to be 
gone soon, too. 

He got my pants down around my ankles and smiled. "So 
pretty. Such pretty panties." He quickly pulled them down. 

"What a pretty little puss—" 

Suddenly, a thump filled my ears, and Brent's skull 
exploded against the wall. Blood dripped down the bare 
concrete as his body slumped backward. 

Terror filled me and I began to scream and crawl away 
from Brent's motionless corpse. 

"Lacey, it's okay. I'm here." 

His voice filled my ears. I shook my head and shut my 
eyes, not wanting to believe. 

"It's okay, Lace." I felt the tape on my mouth get slowly 
tugged off. I gasped and opened my eyes again. 

Camden's concerned smile filled my vision. 



"You're dead," I whispered. 

"I'm not so easy to kill," he said, shaking his head. 

I kissed him. I kissed him hard, throwing my arms around 
him. He kissed me back just as frantically, needing and 
hungry. I had to prove it was him, really him, not some 
phantom. I didn't care if I was dead, so long as it was really 
Camden, kissing me back. 

Someone cleared his throat loudly from the doorway. 

Camden pulled back. 

"We have to go," the man's voice said. 

"Look away, asshole," Camden answered. 

I looked over. Standing there, shielding his eyes and 
smiling sheepishly, was a man close to my dad's age with 
light blond hair cropped short. He was wearing loose green 
khaki pants and a white button-down shirt. He looked 
completely unremarkable, except he was holding a silenced 
pistol. Just like the pistol Camden was holding, I realized. 

"Who is that?" I asked. 

"That's Jared. I'll explain later." Camden helped me pull 
my clothes back on. 

The man called Jared moved out into the hallway and 
then poked his head back into the room. "We need to move 
now, Cam." 

"Got it." Camden helped me to my feet. 

"How?" I asked, entirely confused. Someone had saved 
him? 

"I'll explain soon. I promise. We need to get out of here 
first." 

He grabbed me by the hand and pulled me to my feet. My 
legs felt wobbly and shaky and I nearly fell, but he was there 
to support my weight. 

"Can you walk?" he asked. 

"I think so." 

We moved toward the door, Camden supporting most of 
my weight. I was still in shock, barely able to understand 



how he was alive, but it didn't matter. All I cared about was 
his arm around me, his strong body holding mine. 

"All clear," Jared said as we got into the hall. 

We moved behind him, down toward another door. 
Slumped against the wall was another dead man's body, and 
I had to force myself not to stare at him. 

"It's okay," Camden whispered as we stepped around the 
body. "It's going to be fine. We're getting out of here." 

Jared stopped us at the next junction. We paused, quietly, 
while the sound of footsteps grew louder. Jared looked at 
Camden and held up two fingers. Then he pointed straight 
down the next hall. Camden nodded and slowly leaned me 
against the wall. 

I didn't say a word. I leaned against the wall while the two 
of them moved around the corner as one. Jared went high, 
firing three shots, and Camden went low, firing three as well. 
The two men didn't make a noise other than a soft thump. 

Camden was back by my side a second later. He threw his 
arm around me and we were off, moving down the hall. We 
turned the corner and climbed up a staircase. Jared 
cautiously pushed open the door and checked. He gave an 
"all clear" sign to Camden and we moved into the main part 
of the house. 

We didn't have too much ground to cover until we made 
it to the front door of the house. The whole place was eerily 
quiet. 

"This is the hard part," Camden whispered to me. "We're 
going to have to make a run for the car." 

"Okay. I can run." 

He frowned. "Are you sure?" 

"I'm positive." 

He looked at Jared. "On your mark." 

Jared nodded. "Stay low, stay close, and keep moving no 
matter what." 

Camden gave me a smile and squeezed my hand. I 
squeezed back, and I realized that I didn't feel nervous at 



all. I had a feeling we were about to do something very 
dangerous, but I didn't care. I was back with Camden. He 
wasn't dead. 

I had purpose again. 

“Move," Jared said, throwing the door open and sprinting 
forward. 

Camden surged after him, pulling me along. I kept up but 
barely. My legs felt like lead and I was limping hard on my 
right side from where Brent had kicked me. The sun was 
setting, casting red and violet rays across the open space. 

Jared was running toward a black Jeep. We followed him, 
keeping low and not speaking. Jared made it there first. Just 
as Camden made it to the door, I hit a rock and went 
sprawling, skidding up toward the passenger door. 

Although it hurt like hell, it probably saved my life, 
because a second later gunshots rang out from the house. 
They were loud and fast, hitting the dirt where I had just 
been standing. 

Jared dove through the door, starting the engine as 
bullets smashed into the door around him. Camden got in 
next, hauling me up and into his lap. 

"Hold on!" Jared yelled, throwing the car into gear and 
flooring it. 

We shot forward. Jared turned the wheel hard, spinning us 
around and putting our back to the house. The guns kept 
firing, but they were missing as we began to move. We flew 
forward, hurtling away and toward freedom. 

Up ahead was the road we had taken to get up to the 
house. We barreled down it, moving out of the range of the 
guns. 

“Not out of the water yet," Jared said. 

Up head, I made out a thin chain-link fence and two men 
with rifles standing on either side of it. 

“Camden," Jared yelled. 

Camden opened the window and leaned out. I covered 
my ears as he began to fire at the men, forcing them to 



scatter for cover. 

“Hold on!" Camden yelled as Jared revved the engine, 
throwing us forward even faster. 

We slammed into the gate. I lurched forward but Camden 
grabbed me, holding me hard against his chest. The fence 
gave and smashed open, throwing sparks and debris all over 
the place. The men began to shoot at us, the bullets 
whizzing through the air, but Jared sped away. We hit a bend 
in the road without slowing down, and then we were away. 

The sound of gunfire receded into the distance as Jared 
made it out to the main road and turned left, driving fast 
away from the house. 

"They'll be after us," he said. 

"How soon?" 

"We have a small head start, but we can't slow down." 

"You okay?" Camden asked me. 

I nodded. "How are you not dead?" 

Camden laughed and grinned at me. "Like I said, I'm hard 
to kill." 

"Not, strictly speaking, true," Jared mumbled. 

"Who is this?" I stared at Jared. 

"Remember my handlers?" Camden asked me softly. 
"Turns out they didn't abandon me." 

"We try to take care of our own most of the time," Jared 
said, looking at me. 

"I thought you said they weren't helping." 

"That's what I thought," Camden said. "But it turns out 
they've been tracking us this whole time." 

I shook my head. "What are you talking about?" 

Camden frowned and looked at Jared. "When can we 
stop?" 

"Not for a while." 

My head was pounding. 

"I think she might be hurt." 

"I'm fine," I muttered. 



The truck seemed so small and I felt so tired. Suddenly, 
although it seemed crazy, all I wanted to do was fall asleep. 
My head was killing me. 

"Lace," Camden said, "don't fall asleep." 

"Concussion?" 

"Probably." 

"I'm fine," I said again, but the words felt heavy on my 
lips. 

"Keep her awake." 

"I know." Camden looked at me. I curled up in his lap, my 
head pressed against his strong chest. "You have to stay 
away, Lacey." 

"Just let me nap a little." 

He sighed. "Come on, Lace. I'll tell you a story." 

'"Kay," I said groggily. 

My head was pounding and I felt incredibly tired. But I 
struggled to stay awake anyway. 

Because I was with Camden. I was with him, and he 
wasn't dead. I didn't understand what had happened or who 
Jared really was, but I was overwhelmingly relieved. 

Back at the house, I had been ready to die. But suddenly, 
in Camden's lap, the only thing I wanted was to live. 

Even though all I wanted was to sleep, I forced myself to 
stay awake as the miles droned past and Camden softly told 
me the story of how he first fell in love. 



Chapter Sixteen: Camden 



Once upon a time, there was a guy who loved fast cars. He 
was young and he was reckless and he was stupid with 
himself and with his friends. He was careless, like a lot of 
young men are, because he couldn't think beyond his own 
selfish wants and needs. 

He lived in a city built out of walls. There were no doors 
or windows, just holes for people to crawl through. Except 
he couldn't figure out how to get from one place to another, 
and so he stayed in his own little part of the city, looking at 
the same old cars over and over. 

He felt very, very alone. He felt the kind of alone that 
made you want to never be alone ever again. Sometimes, 
that kind of alone feels like it's never going to end. 

But everything ends, and one day a new person climbed 
into his little hole in the city. She was beautiful and young 
and smart and made him feel things he forgot he could feel. 
She walked like the ground was made of clouds and she was 
all wrapped in lace. 

Soon, though, even with his beautiful new friend, he got 
bored again. Young men can be stupid dumb assholes 
sometimes. Anyway, one day the young man crawled out 
into the larger city and realized that there was so much 
more than just the spaces he knew. 

He was dizzy with everything around him. Suddenly, he 
wasn't lonely at all. How could he be lonely with all the 






lights and noise and people? He let it all surround him, and 
he felt good. The things he used to value seemed old and 
quaint and stupid, and so he rebelled against them, 
remaking himself into something new. He wanted 
everything, wanted to learn everything, wanted to live the 
life he wanted and couldn't imagine compromising. 

So he took what he wanted and didn't care about 
anything else. Even though he was surrounded with new 
people and experiences, the young man was just as selfish 
as he had always been. He couldn't see past himself any 
better than when he was trapped in his little space. He 
couldn't change or grow. 

But when you're suddenly drowning in new experiences, 
that selfishness can lead to bad things. The young man 
wasn't thinking clearly. AH he wanted to do was have the life 
he really wanted, and he began to do things that were 
wrong or bad. He justified it by saying that he'd stop 
eventually, as soon as he made enough money, but it was 
never enough. 

And so, slowly but surely, the young man forgot about 
the beautiful girl. He was lost, so deeply and terribly tost. He 
was buried in the huge new world. He thought he could 
handle it all, and maybe he could, but it wasn't exactly what 
he thought it would be. 

Then, one day he found her again, it was like a light 
turning on in his brain. She had never disappeared, not 
really. The girl in lace had always been there, standing by 
his side, trying to get him to see the badness that was 
beginning to swallow him up. 

And he loved her. He realized he loved her more than 
anything, because despite all the new things he had seen 
and done, she was the only good thing in his life. 

But he was too far gone. One day, not long after he 
realized he loved the girl in lace, some bad men from his 
new life came to find him. They threatened to kill him and 
his family if he didn't pay them the money he owed them. 



Not knowing what else to do, he ran away to a place where 
nobody could find him. 

He did it to protect the girl in lace. He did it to protect his 
family. He disappeared into a new place, fell deep back into 
his loneliness, back into the little room he promised he'd 
never go back to. AH because he loved her, the girl in lace, 
the only good thing he knew. 


I managed to keep her awake as we drove through the night. 
She was loopy and half there, but she didn't fall asleep. It 
was pretty obvious that she had a concussion, but we 
couldn't do anything about it just yet. Hospitals were 
completely out of the question. 

"Where are we going?" I asked Jared after a few hours. 

"I know a place," he said, not looking from the road. 
"We're close now." 

"You sure it's safe to stop?" 

"They haven't caught up to us, so I doubt they'll be able 
to follow." 

"You doubt or you're sure?" 

He glanced at me. "Just take care of your stepsister." 

I clenched my jaw and looked back at Lacey. She smiled 
up at me and I began to tell her another story, this one 
about a prince living in Mexico. 


Once upon a time, there was a prince living in Mexico. 

He didn't like it there. He wished he could go home, but 
the prince was a prisoner. He was a prisoner of an evil 
government and an even more evil wizard. The wizard liked 
to make and sell bad potions, and the government wanted 
to stop him. 

The prince was trapped. He could help the evil 
government take down the bad wizard, or he could end up 



rotting away in jail and dying. And so the prince helped the 
government, because he had no other choice. 

At first, it was easy. He did the things he always did. You 
see, the prince was also a master thief. He had been trained 
from birth to be able to open any lock anywhere in the 
world. At first, the wizard only had him opening locks. 

But soon, as the wizard began to trust the prince more 
and more, the prince was forced to do things he didn't want 
to do. He killed people and he hurt people. Some of those 
people were innocent victims, and some were bad men. The 
wizard didn't care. AH he wanted was to make more and 
more gold. 

And so the prince was forced to go inside himself. He was 
trapped between the wizard and the government, stuck 
doing bad things for bad men for supposedly good reasons. 

Bit by bit and day by day, parts of the prince died off. In 
place of those parts, new parts grew, but they were harder 
parts. The prince grew a shell around him, a thick armored 
shell nothing could get through. 

The prince couldn't feel the bad things anymore. He 
stopped caring who was killed and who wasn't. All he 
wanted to do was get through the next day and the next. 

The shell kept him safe from ail the horrible things on the 
outside. 

He needed that shell. He was good at what he did, but 
the things he did were sometimes bad. The prince hated 
himself for that. 

Then, one day, things changed. Something happened 
and the wizard found out about the evil government and the 
prince working for them. The prince ran away, back toward 
his kingdom. 

But the shell stayed in place. The prince couldn't just get 
rid of it in a single day. 

Back in his kingdom, the prince tried to warn his royal 
family. He took them away, far far away, to keep them safe 
from the wizard. 



And one day, while running from that wizard, the prince's 
shell began to crack. 

It was all because of the princess. She was beautiful and 
smart and funny and strong, and she always wore a lovely 
lace dress. 

Day by day, bit by bit, his shell cracked, until the prince 
was able to breathe again. 

He didn't realize it, but that shell was slowly choking him. 
He was going to die alone inside it. He was ready to die. In 
fact, part of him wanted to die for all of the bad things he 
had done. But before he could die, the princess broke that 
shell and he didn't want to die anymore. He wanted to live 
and be with the princess. 

And so the prince and the princess lived together far far 
away from the wizard, happily ever after. The end. 


We pulled off the main road and began to wind our way 
along dirt and rocky roads through thick wilderness. Not 
long after I finished my stories, we slowly pulled up a steep 
drive and stopped in front of a small, squat cabin. 

“We're here," Jared said. 

“What's this?" 

“Old safe house." 

“What do you mean, old?" 

“We haven't been operating around here for a while." He 
shrugged. "Not sure what it's used for now." 

"We should check it out, make sure it's safe." 

“I'll go. You stay with the girl." He climbed out of the Jeep, 
gun in hand, without another word. 

I watched him slip around the side of the building, barely 
more than a shadow. The way he moved was impressive, 
silent and stealthy. 

Jared seemed to be who he said he was, though I wasn't 
sure I trusted him just yet. Still, I couldn't help but 



remember how I was kneeling down, ready to die, gun 
pressed up against my head, when he had come out of 
nowhere, killed Mikhail and Tomas with two quick shots, and 
helped me to my feet. 

I had thought I was dead. But Jared saved me. He came 
out of nowhere, like a ghost. 

“Who is he?" Lacey mumbled. 

"A good guy. I think." 

Her eyes looked clearer than they did earlier. "But who is 
he?" 

“He says he's a member of the people that were handling 
me back in Mexico." 

“So he's CIA." 

“He won't say." 

She paused for a second, blinking. "I have an awful 
headache still, but I feel a lot better." 

"Good." 

“I thought you were dead." She reached up and wrapped 
her arms around me. 

"I'm sorry. I thought I was too." I hugged her tight against 
me, savoring her smell. 

"Don't do that again. I told you not to sacrifice yourself." 
She pulled back and gave me a fierce, angry look. 

"You know I'm a bad listener," I said, grinning. 

"Stubborn, too." 

"And an asshole." 

She nodded. "Definitely an asshole." 

I kissed her then, hard, and she kissed me back, pulling 
my face tight against hers. It felt right, like I was coming 
home, and it lasted a long time. 

Until a knock at the window startled me. We both looked 
up sheepishly at Jared, who motioned for us to come out. 

"Aren't you two siblings?" he asked, making a face. 

"Stepsiblings," Lacey said. 

"Got a problem?" I asked. 

"Nope. Place is clear. Let's go inside." 



We followed him, holding hands. For some reason, I didn't 
want to let go again. I knew we were safe, but I didn't want 
to risk it, which was crazy. I'd never felt so madly fucked up 
over a girl before, but there she was: Lacey, perfect Lacey. 

Inside, the cabin was small and dusty. It obviously hadn't 
been used in a long time. It was simply furnished, with a 
kitchen to the left, six cots along the right wall, and a simple 
table in the center of the large open room. Another door 
probably led to the bathroom. 

“Home sweet home,''Jared said and sat down on a cot. 

I sat at the table. “Time to talk, Jared." 

"Yeah. I figured." He looked away and grunted. 

"Time to tell me who you really are." 

"Like I said, I can't." 

"You expect me to keep doing your shit if you can't tell 
me who you are?" 

"Already took a risk saving your miserable life." 

"You're the assholes who put him in danger to begin 
with," Lacey cut in. 

"Girl has a point," he said. 

"How did you find us?" 

"I'm a spook, Camden. Finding people is what we do." 

"Spook?" 

"You know what I mean. Secret agent, I guess. Special 
ops. The dark and grisly shit our bosses don't want to admit 
actually exists." 

"So there's no actual guy named Spook?" 

He laughed. "No, there's not. But I guess you could say I 
was Spook all along." 

I stared at him for a second. "You're the boss, then." 

"Team leader, but yeah. I've been running you this whole 
time." 

"Jesus fuck," I said. "Where have you been?" 

He sat up and looked at me. "You did a damn good job 
when you ran, Camden. Impressive stuff, honestly. We had a 
tough time tracking you." 



“But here you are." 

“Here I am." 

“What's going on?" Lacey asked, annoyed. "You just show 
up? What about our parents?" 

"One thing at a time," he said. "First, I'm here to help. 
Although Camden has a low opinion of me and my people, 
we're not the type of agency to leave anyone in the lurch." I 
snorted and shook my head at that. "Second," he continued, 
"your parents are the next top priority." 

"Okay then. So where's the rest of the team?" 

"They're not coming." 

I stared at him. "What?" 

"We aren't supposed to operate on American soil. I'm 
running this off the books." 

"You're the cavalry?" 

"I'm the cavalry. But I know where your parents are." 

"Where?" Lacey said, eager. 

"Not far from here, actually." He looked back at me. 
"They're with Trip. And I'm pretty sure Castillo is there, too." 

I let that sink in for a second. Trip and Castillo in the same 
place was a pretty big deal. Trip was the guy I wanted to get 
my hands on the most in this world, and Castillo was the guy 
Jared most wanted. It looked like our stars were aligning. 

"I want that bastard," I said softly. 

"I know you do. I can't blame you." He lay back down and 
covered his eyes. "But we need Castillo alive." 

"What about Trip?" 

"I don't give a fuck what you do with that sewer rat." 

I smiled. "Is that official American policy?" 

"Son," Jared said tiredly, "none of this is official policy. I 
don't even exist. Now let's get some rest. We'll plan more in 
the morning." He rolled over onto his side and seemed to fall 
asleep almost instantly. 

I looked at Lacey and she shrugged. 

"Are you okay?" I asked her softly. 

"Yeah. I think so." 



"That guy back there—" 

"I don't want to talk about that." 

"Okay. But I promise, you'll never be in that position 
again." I felt a white-hot fury deep in my chest thinking 
about what I had walked in on when I saved Lacey. Brent, 
that sick fuck, his cock out, Lacey's pants off. The piece of 
shit would have raped her if I hadn't blown his skull off. 

"I'm just happy you're alive." 

I took her hand. "Now we need to get our parents back." I 
paused and squeezed. "And I need to murder Trip." 

"You don't need to do anything," she said. 

"What?" 

"We can let Jared handle it. He seems capable." 

"I'm not sitting this out, Lacey." 

"I almost lost you once," she said fiercely. "Let Jared 
handle it." 

"No," I said, leaning back, releasing her hand. "I'm seeing 
this through." 

"Then I am too." 

"Not an option." 

"Yes, an option. If you go, then I go." 

"It's too dangerous, Lacey. You saw what happened last 
time." 

"I don't care. I'm not leaving you." 

I sighed, shaking my head. She could be so stubborn 
sometimes. I knew she was tough, but I had no clue how 
tough she really could be. If I were her, I'd probably want to 
take a little break from messing with violent gangsters. 
Instead, she was ready to go riding off to fight some cartel 
guys. 

"You're amazing," I said softly. "But I can handle myself. 
You can't." 

She stood up and smiled at me. "We'll talk about it in the 
morning." 

"Lacey—" 



She gave me a small kiss on the mouth as she walked by 
and lay down on a cot. I half turned toward her and watched 
as she crawled under the blankets. 

I shook my head softly and snapped off the light. I walked 
over to the refrigerator, frowning at its empty cavity. I 
walked back to the chair and sat down heavily, sighing. 

It was late, and we were safe, but I couldn't take any 
chances. I resolved myself to staying up and keeping watch. 

I leaned back in my chair, thinking about what the next 
day would bring. 

Trip was a dead man. And I'd finally see Castillo taken 
down for all the fucked-up shit he did. 

Tomorrow was going to be a good day. 



Chapter Seventeen: Lacey 



I slowly came to wrapped in blankets on an uncomfortable 
cot. Snoring a few spots away from me was Jared, looking 
like he hadn't moved an inch since he went to sleep the 
night before. 

I sat up slowly. My head wasn't aching anymore, but I was 
still a little disoriented. My body hurt in a bunch of other 
places, but a good night's sleep seemed to have done me a 
world of good. 

For a second, I panicked. I couldn't see Camden 
anywhere, and I couldn't remember if he had gone to bed or 
not. I got to my feet slowly and checked in the bathroom. It 
was empty, so I quickly and quietly moved outside, pulling 
open the front door. 

Sitting in a simple chair and leaning up against the 
cabin's wall was Camden. He was fast asleep, snoring softly, 
and it looked like he had tried to keep watch but had failed 
miserably. 

Good, I thought. He needed sleep as much as we did. 

That was typical Camden, trying to sacrifice himself for 
the good of the group. 

I walked over to him and gently wrapped my arms around 
him. He woke with a slight start. 

“Lace?" he grumbled. “Is everything okay?" 

“It's fine," I said, sitting down in his lap. I felt something 
hard pressing against my lap and grinned at him. "Morning 



wood?" 

"Like a fucking bitch," he muttered. 

I kissed him softly. "Good morning." 

He wrapped his arms around me, pulling me closer. "Good 
morning. Nice way to wake up." 

I kissed his neck. "Complaining?" 

"Never. Love having a pretty girl in my lap." 

"Who could blame you?" 

He kissed me back. "We should talk about today." 

"I don't feel like talking." 

"Look at you. What do you feel like doing?" 

I shifted my weight slightly, grinding down against his 
hard cock. "You know." 

"I do?" 

"Come on. You know." 

He grinned at me, running his fingers through my hair. 
"I'm not so sure." He stopped and pulled it slightly. "Why 
don't you tell me?" 

"Camden," I gasped. 

He kissed my neck. "Today is going to be dangerous, 
Lace." 

"I don't care." 

I loved the delicious trace of his lips against my skin, the 
hardness of his body. I never thought I was going to get to 
experience him again, and I didn't want to waste a single 
second. Jared may have been just inside, but I needed 
Camden. 

Who knew what today would bring? Our lives were 
completely up in the air, ever since we'd started running. I'd 
wasted too many hours with him already. 

"I don't want to waste another second," I whispered. 

He pressed his lips against mine, kissing me fiercely. I 
pressed my palms against the cabin's wall as his hands took 
my hips, firmly grinding them down against his dick. 

"So you want me to fuck you?" he asked after a second. 

"Yes. Please." 



“Only if you promise me something." 

His fingers deftly unbuttoned my pants and slipped down 
beneath my panties. I was soaking wet, and lightning 
rocketed through my body as his hands found my clit. 

"Anything," I gasped. 

“Fuck me like it's our last day alive." He began to rub me 
in soft, agonizing circles. "Fuck me like you'll never see me 
again." He leaned forward and kissed my neck softly. 
"Because you might not." 

I grabbed his hair, shoving my mouth against his, my 
whole body arching up against his as he continued to work 
my clit. I rocked my hips, grinding myself against him. 
Excitement flew through me, and the only thing I could 
think about was this moment. 

"Whatever you want," I groaned. 

"I want you," he said, punctuating each word with 
another slight slip of his fingers on my clit, "to fuck me like 
today is the last day of our lives." 

I gasped and pushed back, moving up off him. I pulled 
my shirt up off my head and he watched me eagerly, smiling 
this heart-melting smile. I unhooked my bra and slipped it 
off while he pulled his own shirt off, tossing it aside and 
revealing his finely-sculpted chest and stomach. 

I wanted to bite each individual muscle, but he was 
already up and pushing me back against the wall. His hands 
grabbed my breasts, working my stiff nipples while his 
mouth found mine again. After half a minute, I felt him tug 
my pants and panties down, letting cold mountain air hit my 
clit. 

He pulled back. "I want to fuck you right here." 

"Only if you're quiet." 

He laughed. "Let's see who needs to be quiet." 

He dropped to his knees and pressed his face between 
my legs. I nearly let out a loud moan but bit my tongue 
instead. He began to lap at my pussy like he was a starving 



man, working my clit with his tongue and his teeth, and I 
couldn't do anything but grab his hair and hold on. 

My breasts shook, shivers of pleasure running through my 
spine as he worked me. His hands grabbed my ass tight and 
pressed my pussy harder against his tongue, the warm 
wetness of his practiced mouth running circles around my 
body. I wanted him badly but couldn't move, could only 
stand with my back pressed against the rough wood while 
Camden's mouth worked my clit. He was in control and we 
both knew it. 

“Fuck, Camden," I moaned. 

He looked up at me, grinning. “Having trouble keeping 
quiet?" 

"Yes," I gasped. 

He stood up, pressing his mouth against mine. I fumbled 
at his pants, unbuttoning his jeans and pulling them down. I 
felt his cock hard in my hand, huge and stiff. I began to 
stroke him and he grunted in response. 

“This what you been dreaming about?" he asked as his 
fingers found my spot again. 

“Every day," I said. 

"I've been dreaming, too. I've been dreaming about 
plunging my big dick into your little pussy over and over 
again. I've been dreaming about making you come, 
screaming." 

“Sounds like a good dream." 

“I want to do so much more. I want to come in that pretty 
mouth. I want to kiss every inch of your body. I want to get 
you off again and again until you can barely stand, let alone 
think." 

“I want you," I groaned. 

He reached down and grabbed his wallet, pulling out a 
condom. 

I put my hand over his and shook my head. He raised an 
eyebrow. 

"Like it's our last day on earth," I said. 



"Are you sure?" 

"I'm sure. I want to really feel you." I paused, biting my 
lip. I'd never done anything like this before, but it was a 
serious possibility that we were both going to die in the next 
few hours. And plus, I knew that I loved him, knew that there 
wasn't anyone but him. "I trust you," I said, and knew it was 
true. 

He nodded, something coming over him, and dropped the 
condom onto the ground. He grabbed my hips and turned 
me around, spreading my legs open. I put my hands against 
the wall as he slowly teased my entrance with his cock. 

"Are you sure this is what you want?" he whispered 
deliciously into my ear. 

"Yes. Please. Fuck me." 

His cock slid deep inside me, skin on skin. I gasped and 
tossed my head back. 

It filled every inch. I knew I wasn't going to be able to 
keep quiet as he began to rock back and forth, sliding 
himself in and out of my soaked-through pussy. He grabbed 
my tits and started to move faster. 

I moaned, my forehead up against the rough wood wall. 
His fingers found my clit as he began to thrust harder. 

"Shit, you're even tighter than the first time," he grunted. 

"Camden," I groaned. "Holy shit." 

"You're soaked, too. You dirty girl. You really have been 
thinking about this." 

"You got me this way." 

"Damn right." He grabbed my hair, pulling it gently. "I get 
you this way." 

"There," I gasped as he plunged all the way deep into me. 
"Right there." 

"Is that it?" He rocked back and forth, grinding his cock 
deep inside me, his fingers rubbing my clit. "Is that what 
you want?" 

"Oh shit yes. Keep doing that." 



He fucked me rougher then, keeping deep inside me. He 
thrusted hard, and I relished the rough feel of him against 
my ass, his strong hands on my hair and my tits, working my 
body like I was the only thing in the world. 

"This little pussy is mine," he whispered harshly in my 
ear. "This tight little pussy is mine." 

I worked my hips back against him, loving the feel of him 
bare in my pussy, desperate for him. I knew it really might 
be our last time together, and I wanted to relish every 
moment. 

"Yes," I gasped. "Yes, I'm yours. I'll always be yours." 

His hands gripped my hips and he began to fuck me deep 
and hard and rough. I felt the pleasure overwhelm me, my 
body turning nearly weak as he worked the spot masterfully. 

"Shit," I groaned. "I can't." 

"Go ahead. Come for me, Lacey." 

My whole body shook as the orgasm overtook me. I felt 
like I was melting into the morning, his cock thrusting deep 
and hard, his fingers working my clit. I gasped and moaned 
loudly, not caring how loud I was. I couldn't hold back, not 
this time. 

I came and came, deep and heavy waves of pleasure 
rolling up and down my spine. 

I loved it. I needed it. I needed him. If this was the last 
orgasm I'd have, it was a pretty damn incredible last one. 

"Shit, girl," he said. "You drive me insane." 

As the orgasm subsided, he pulled out and spun me 
around. I let out a surprised sound as he hooked his arms 
under my legs and hoisted me up, pushing my back against 
the wall. 

"Camden," I giggled, "no way." 

He slowly lowered me down onto his cock like I weighed 
nothing. 

"I want to come looking in those eyes," he said. 

He began to thrust into me, my back wedged against the 
wall, my arms around his neck. His big cock felt like fire 



between my legs as his strong arms supported my weight. I 
took him deep, my tits pressed together, my whole body 
covered in a sheen of sweat from exertion. 

His eyes were subtle and frenzied as he took me. I'd 
never experienced something like that before. His 
movements were rough and desperate as he thrust deep 
inside, like I really was the last thing he'd fuck. His eyes 
were piercing, serious and clouded with pleasure. I bit my 
lip, trying not to moan too loud. 

“Let it out, girl," he groaned. “I want to hear it." 

I relaxed, moaning. 

"Fuck I'm close," he grunted. 

Deep thrusts. Deep, skin-slapping thrusts. And then, he 
let me down. 

“Open your mouth," he commanded. I dropped to my 
knees, obeying. I wrapped my lips around his dick and 
sucked him in three hard motions. His cock exploded in my 
mouth, spurting his cum deep into my throat. 

I took it greedily. “Holy fuck," he grunted as I continued 
to suck him. "Fuck, suck it all out of me." 

I took it all and swallowed. I cleaned him up with my 
tongue and mouth. After a second, he pulled me to my feet. 

We were both panting, and steam rose off our skin. He 
crushed my mouth with his, kissing me deeply. 

After a moment, he pulled away. "You're incredible," he 
said. 

“I try." 

He laughed and grinned. “If something does happen—" 

"No. No more of that." 

"Lacey, you should know—" 

I put my hand over his mouth. "I already know. You don't 
have to say it." 

He looked at me and slowly moved my hand. He kissed 
me again, long and deep, and that said everything that 
needed saying. 

After what felt like forever, he looked at me and smiled. 



“Let's get dressed. I'm sure our spook is awake by now." 

“I forgot about him," I said, turning a deep red. 

He handed me my clothes and we dressed together, 
laughing in the shared intimacy of a secret, or at least a 
secret that was known by everyone. I felt alive and 
exhilarated and embarrassed that Jared had heard us, or at 
least probably had, but it didn't bother me. 

I was with Camden. That was all I cared about. 


“You guys have a good morning?" Jared asked drily as we 
walked back in. 

"You could say that," Camden said, grinning at me. 

“Good." Jared didn't seem to notice the looks, or at least 
he didn't care. "We need to talk about today." 

We took a seat at the table and he leaned back in his 
chair. 

“I have a pretty good idea where Trip and Castillo are," he 
said. 

"You're not sure?" I asked. 

"I'm mostly sure. The intel is a few days old, but it should 
be solid." 

"What if it's not?" 

"We'll contact my people and go from there." 

"So what's the plan?" Camden asked. 

"We go in, quiet, and rescue your parents. Then we kill 
the motherfuckers." 

Camden laughed. "Sounds good. But just the two of us?" 

"Three," I said loudly. 

Jared and Camden gave me a look. 

"Most of their muscle was down with the Russians," Jared 
continued, looking back at Camden. 

"Still, you can't be serious?" 

"I took you out from that other place, didn't I?" 

"That you did." 



Jared stood up abruptly. "Follow me." 

Camden and I exchanged looks and followed him out to 
the Jeep. Jared pulled open the back door and moved a 
blanket off the top of a box. He pulled open the lid and stood 
back as if revealing a prize. 

Inside were guns. Lots of gun. And stacks of cash. 

"Holy shit," Camden said. "How much money is this?" 

"About half a million." 

"Why?" 

"In case we needed it. But more importantly, we have 
some serious firepower." 

Camden nodded. "Silenced M4s, stun grenades, and 
ammo out the asshole. You sure you're not military?" 

Jared shut the box, grinning. "Positive." 

"But that's all you have? Maybe a location and a bunch of 
guns?" 

"What are you worried about?" 

"Getting killed, mostly." 

"Death is waiting for us all," Jared said, laughing loudly. 

I gave Camden a look. Maybe he wasn't as sane as he 
seemed? 

"Relax," Jared said after a second. "I'm a professional. I 
know what I'm doing." 

Camden took a deep breath. "Okay. What are we waiting 
for then?" 

"That's my boy. But we have one more problem." 

"What's that?" 

Jared looked right at me. "You." 

"Me?" I took a step back, surprised. 

"You're a problem. You're a liability, actually." 

"What are you talking about?" Camden said, stepping 
toward him. 

"She doesn't know how to fire a weapon, much less how 
to tactically breach a guarded building. She can't come with 
us." 

I let out a breath and Camden relaxed. 



"I'm coming with you," I said simply. 

"Lacey," Camden replied. "I think he's right." 

"No," I said quickly, "he's not. You guys think you're the 
only ones risking your lives? They're my parents too. I didn't 
ask for any of this, but now I'm telling you I'm going to be 
there to help finish it." 

Jared laughed loudly. "I like her," he said to Camden. 
"She's like a Valkyrie ready to ride into battle." 

Camden ignored him. "Lace, he's right. You don't know 
how to shoot a gun." 

"You'll get in the way," Jared added. 

"I don't care. Find something for me to do, because I'm 
coming." 

I stood there, my arms crossed, ready to take all morning 
if I had to. It was easy for them. They both knew what they 
were doing. They had killed before and were ready to kill 
again. But I was useless, less than useless, and they 
expected me to sit by while Camden risked everything for 
me yet again. I hated that feeling, hated how useless I felt 
sitting in the car while Camden drove for miles and miles 
and how terrified and weak I felt while I watched him kill for 
me. I hated that he was the one always ready to sacrifice 
while I sat around on the sidelines. But I was done with that. 

Maybe he should be out there fighting. Maybe it wasn't 
my fight. But I was going to make it my fight. I wasn't weak, 
and I wasn't backing down. 

Jared studied me with a big smile on his face for half a 
minute. Things felt tense as Camden looked between the 
two of us, a small frown on his otherwise perfect face. 

Finally, Jared spoke. "Will you shoot to kill?" 

"Yes." 

"Will you follow orders?" 

I nodded emphatically. "Absolutely yes." 

"Okay, then," Jared said. "Let's get the fuck out of here." 

"Hold on," Camden said, but Jared gave him this look. 
Something seemed to pass between them, and Camden 



sighed. "Fine. Let's go." 

Triumphant, I piled into the Jeep. This time, I didn't sit in 
Camden's lap. 

I felt elated and terrified as we pulled out onto the road, a 
trunk full of guns and cash our only means of saving our 
family. 

I was ready. I was scared out of my mind, but after 
everything that had happened, I was ready. I wanted this to 
be over, and it would be soon. For better or for worse, we 
were going to finish it all. 

I caught Camden's eye and he smiled at me. We were in it 
together. We'd always be in it together. 

Jared floored it and we shot off into the day, ready. 



Chapter Eighteen: Camden 



It was nearly dusk by the time Jared slowed down the car 
and stopped. 

I looked around. There had been nothing but trees and 
more trees and snow as far as the eye could see all day long. 
Jared had been tight-lipped about our final destination, 
though he was following GPS directions and coordinates. 

"This it?" I asked him. 

"This is the end of the line, at least for the car." 

I nodded. "Makes sense." 

We climbed out. We were stopped on the side of an old, 
beat-up highway that continued far into the distance ahead 
and behind us. 

"Are you sure?" Lacey asked, joining us near the back of 
the car. 

"Sure as I can be." 

"How far of a walk is it?" I asked. 

"Couple of hours. We'll get there just after dark, which is 
what I wanted." 

I nodded. Since we were going in with only a few people, 
we needed every advantage we could get. 

Jared looked at Lacey. "Still sure you want to come?" 

She nodded fiercely. "Absolutely." 

"Okay then." He reached into the back of the Jeep and 
pulled out a long gun with a heavy scope on the top. It had 






two folded-up legs on the bottom and a long, smooth 
circular barrel. "This is for you." 

"That looks huge." 

"It's a sniper rifle. Ever shoot a gun before?" 

She shook her head, looking intimidated. "Never." 

"Here." He held the gun up, pointing as he went. "This is 
the safety. You flick it off to shoot. This is the magazine. 

You'll have all your bullets there. This is the muzzle. It's 
silenced and shouldn't have too much of a kick, but make 
sure you brace it properly. I'll show you how. These are tripod 
legs, to support it. Shouldn't be any recoil." He paused. "Still 
sure?" 

"Positive." She held out her hands and Jared handed her 
the gun. It looked way too big for her, but she held it 
confidently. "Let's do this." 

I laughed and looked at Jared, shaking my head. I don't 
think I'd ever been more attracted to her than I was in that 
moment. There was nothing sexier than an attractive woman 
holding an enormous, deadly weapon. 

Jared grinned and began to give her more detailed 
instructions. Meanwhile, I looked into the box and grabbed 
myself a bulletproof vest, a big-ass rifle, and a few stun 
grenades. While I strapped my gear on, Lacey leaned up 
against the bumper. 

"What's the plan, anyway?" she asked Jared. 

"We're going in on the ground. While we're down there, 
you'll be up in the hills overlooking the place. If someone 
comes outside, you shoot them." 

"What if it's one of you?" 

"Look through the scope first. Don't rush. Nobody will 
know where you are. You'll have plenty of time to decide." 

I walked over to her and placed my hand on her shoulder. 

"Are you still sure?" 

She looked at me. For a second, I could see the fear there. 
"I'm sure." 



"If things go south," Jared continued, "you head back 
here and get the fuck out. Understand?" 

"Okay." 

"Lacey," I said seriously, "do what he says." 

"I will." 

"Seriously. Leave us behind if something happens." 

She looked at me for a few seconds. "Okay. But nothing 
will happen." 

I nodded and squeezed her hand. 

"Okay. We have a serious hike ahead of us. We need to 
get moving." 

I checked my rifle, made sure my armor was strapped, 
and nodded. "After you." 

He gave me a long look. "You know, you don't have to do 
this." 

"Yes, Ido." 

"No shame in it, Camden. This is my job. But you, you got 
away from all this. You don't have to go back." 

"I'm already back. I'm already deep in it. I'm not a 
coward. I need to see this through." 

He nodded. "Good man. Let's go." 

We walked out into the woods. The snow crunched softly 
under my boots. I slung the rifle over my shoulder and 
shoved my hands in my pockets as we moved. Lacey kept 
up, quiet and brooding. 

Up ahead, violence. 


My feet were freezing and I could see my breath fan out in 
front of me as we finally began to close in on the house. 

As we crept closer, keeping near the shadows of the trees 
and navigating by the just-risen moon, Jared talked through 
what we were about to do. 

In essence, he was going to take out the guards and 
sneak us in through the back. There was maybe a bit more 



to it than that, but it boiled down to the simplest thing in 
the world. And he made it seem like it was no big deal, like 
he was used to going up against impossible odds all the 
time. Lacey was going to keep us covered from the outside. 

I didn't mind it. It wasn't like I was crazy or suicidal or 
believed I could take on twenty men single-handedly, but I 
was willing and ready to do whatever it took to help my 
family. This was the last step, and I was prepared to make it. 

We crouched down next to a snow bank, and Jared held 
up his hand to indicate silence. We crawled toward the top 
and looked down into a small valley. Sitting in the very 
center of the valley was a squat little house with smoke 
curling from the chimney. It looked a lot like the house we 
had escaped from the day before. 

“This is it," Jared said softly. 

“Let's do it then." 

“Not too fast. Look." He pointed off to the left. 

I followed his gaze and spotted them: two armed men 
pacing a slow, lazy circle around the house. 

He looked at Lacey. "See them? Brace your gun like this." 
He helped her set it up, including a small little tripod at the 
end of the barrel. She sighted down through the scope. 

“I see them. Just two." 

"That it?" I asked. 

"All I noticed at least." 

Jared got up onto his knees. "Like I said, this place 
shouldn't be as heavily guarded. They don't know we know 
where they are." 

I nodded and Jared began to move away. 

"Stay here," he said. "I'll get you when it's through." 

Before I could answer, he was gone, melted into the 
night. 

The way he simply vanished sent a shiver down my spine. 
The man seemed friendly, if maybe a little crazy. But 
underneath all that, he was a highly-trained killer. Probably 



some sort of assassin for the CIA. That sort of man couldn't 
have family or friends. That sort of man only had the kill. 

I watched the cabin down below, but the sentries 
disappeared into a thicker part of the woods. Lacey breathed 
quietly and evenly. We exchanged looks but didn't speak, 
neither of us wanting to draw any attention our way. I didn't 
hear a thing for what felt like an hour, and the sentries never 
reappeared. Lacey kept her eyes glued down the barrel of 
her gun. 

I began to wonder, had Jared gotten caught? The house 
was still quiet, so probably not. Had he gotten himself too 
injured to return? A thousand scenarios ran through my 
mind. 

And then he was back. One second we were alone, and 
the next he materialized from the darkness. 

"Camden," he whispered. 

I brought my gun up and aimed it directly at his skull, 
surprised. 

"Easy there," he said. 

"Jared. You need to be more careful." 

His eyes flashed in the darkness. He was wiping off a 
knife and slipping it back into a sheath on his leg. "Ready?" 

"The guards?" 

"Taken care of." 

"You're going to be okay," I said to Lacey. 

"Be careful." She reached out and touched my face. 
"Come back to me." 

I touched her hand. "I will. I promise. Stay safe." 

She smiled and looked back through her scope. I look one 
last look at her, the gun held between her hands 
confidently, her breathing even and measured. She looked 
perfect, and I felt my cock stir for a second. 

I didn't need to say anything else, and so I followed Jared 
down a slope, winding our way through the trees. We skirted 
the clearing around the house and stopped once we were 
directly behind it. 



“Okay, one door into the back up ahead," he said. 

“I see it." 

“That's our entry point. I'll take lead, and you follow. If we 
hit trouble, toss a stun grenade and make sure you cover 
your damn eyes." 

“I got it." 

“Let's go." 

We moved fast then, running low and silent across the 
snow-swept yard. There were no animals out and not a 
single sound except the soft crunch of the ground beneath 
our boots as we closed in on the house. 

After closing the ground quickly, I pressed myself against 
the back wall while Jared picked the lock on the door. There 
were no alarms or gunshots, just more silence. As far as I 
could tell, nobody knew we were breaking in. 

He gestured at me to hold as he cracked the door open, 
pressing his eye to the slit. He watched a moment and then 
gestured for me to follow. 

Warmth hit me right away. We were in a boiler room, 
empty save for the usual stuff people kept in their 
basements. The floor was unfinished concrete, and the 
appliances hummed around us. Jared shut the door and 
picked his way quietly through the accumulated junk, the 
old buckets and paint cans and tools, and stopped at the 
next door. 

I covered him as he checked the handle. It was unlocked. 
He carefully turned it, cracking it a bit and checking outside. 
After a moment, we crept out together into a short hallway. 

It looked almost identical to the other house, almost 
eerily so. Whoever built the other place clearly had a hand 
in designing this one. There were a few doors leading off the 
hallway into various different rooms. It felt almost like a jail 
or possibly an office building, if that office building were 
built with concrete floors and dingy, cobweb-covered 
ceilings. 



Jared picked the first one, nodding at me. My heart was 
racing in my chest as he threw it open and we entered, guns 
ready. 

I was startled at what I saw. 

Chained to a chair in the middle of the room was Trip, his 
face bloodied and bruised. Jared slowly shut the door behind 
us. 

I walked over to him and checked his pulse. He was alive. 

I yanked his head back and slapped him. 

He groaned. "No more," he mumbled, and opened his 
eyes. I saw the recognition light up his entire face. "Holy 
shit." 

"Hi, Trip." 

I looked down at his pathetic body. Clearly the cartel had 
tortured him at some point, beaten him to within an inch of 
his life but kept him breathing. For what reason, I had no 
clue. 

"Didn't expect you here, Cam," Trip said. 

"I didn't expect you to betray me. I guess shit happens." 

He smiled sheepishly. "Sorry about that. Was just trying 
to look out for myself." 

"I figured. Didn't work out too well for you, did it?" 

"They got pissed when you escaped. Decided to take it 
out on me." 

"Good." I spat onto the floor. "You deserve it." 

"Yeah, maybe I do." He shut his eyes. "But you know 
what? I did a lot for you, man. I did all the dirty work back in 
Mexico. You think that shit was easy?" 

"My hands are just as dirty." 

He looked at me with disgust. "You don't know what it 
means to be dirty." 

I shook my head. "Keep telling yourself that. I hope it 
helps." I raised my gun, checking the silencer. 

"Cam," Jared said from the door. 

I nodded at him. 

"I always liked you," Trip said. "Always did." 



"Yeah, same." I pressed the gun against his skull. 

"You don't have to do this," he said suddenly. "You can 
just leave me here. I'll probably die anyway." He smiled, 
pleading. "For old time's sake?" 

"No." 

I pulled the trigger. 

And what was left of my old friend and biggest betrayer 
was gone for good. 

I didn't feel anything. It was over and done with, that was 
all. 

"We have to move," Jared said. 

"Okay." 

I looked away from Trip's dead body and followed Jared 
back out into the hall. We checked the next two doors, but 
the rooms were empty. As we grabbed the last handle, we 
suddenly heard voices and footsteps. 

"Quick," Jared said. We went back into an empty room, 
shutting the door most of the way. 

Two voices emerged down the stairs, speaking Spanish. 

"Fucking dumb white boy," the one man said. "Thought 
we weren't going to kill him for all this shit." 

"What kind of bitch would I be," the voice of Castillo, aka 
El Tiburon, said, "if I let him keep breathing?" 

"What a dumb fuck." 

"Shit," Jared whispered behind me. 

"Let's finish this shit," El Tiburon said. 

"Gladly, boss." 

We heard a doorknob turn and a door open. 

"What the fuck!" the man I didn't know yelled. "He's 
fucking shot, boss!" 

"Someone is here," El Tiburon replied. 

They moved back out into the hall. 

Jared moved fast. He slipped out of the door and was 
firing before I had the chance to follow. 

Gunshots blasted the air. Jared killed the other man 
instantly, but El Tiburon wasn't fully out of the room yet. He 



ducked back inside into cover and returned fire. The scream 
of shots filled the room. 

“Our backs," Jared yelled. 

I came out into the hall just in time to fire off a few 
rounds at the stairwell, forcing several men to back up. They 
yelled out in Spanish, trying to get reinforcements. 

“Grenade," Jared said, firing at Castillo. 

I pulled out a stun grenade, pulled the pin, and threw it 
up the staircase. I ran back and looked away as a blinding 
flash of light, brighter than anything I'd ever seen before, 
mixed with an enormous roaring burst. 

There were screams from upstairs. 

“Go!" Jared yelled. 

I stormed up the steps and turned the corner. Three men 
were staggering back as I fired my rifle, felling the first two 
right away. The third dove behind a couch. 

And then something punched me in the gut. I staggered 
back, the breath blown from my chest. My foot caught the 
stairs and I tumbled backward. Pain lanced up from the 
wound, screaming in my skull. 

I hit the ground with a bang. Jared suddenly was above 
me, firing his weapon and dragging me back toward the 
room. I groaned, a burning pain in my gut. 

"Fuck," Jared said. He got us inside and tore up my shirt. 

I looked down, expecting blood. I knew I'd been shot, 
knew it was probably over for me. I was only annoyed that I 
couldn't save my parents. 

Instead, I saw a bullet flattened against my vest. 

There was no blood. It hadn't pierced the armor. 

"Lucky bastard," he said. "Can you move?" 

I tested out my limbs. Everything seemed to be working, 
aside from the horrible pain where the vest took the impact. 
I'd have a nasty bruise, but otherwise I was fine. 

“Yeah, I can move." 

“Good." And then he was back out in the hall, firing his 
weapon at Castillo. 



I sat up, breathing deep, and reloaded my rifle. I climbed 
to my feet unsteadily and then moved back out into the hall 
and fired at the stairwell again, forcing two men back. I had 
to keep Jared's back covered, otherwise we'd get 
overwhelmed fast. 

"Get in the other room," Jared yelled. "Castillo is mine." 

"Got it," I called out. I threw another stun grenade up the 
stairs, my last, although I knew they wouldn't fall for it 
again. 

Once it went off, I threw open the next door and stepped 
inside. 

Tied to chairs, just like Lacey and I had been, were our 
parents. Their eyes went wide when they saw me. They were 
almost as surprised as I was. 

"We're getting you out," I yelled over the shooting. I went 
back to the door and fired my gun again, this time taking a 
man in the chest as he tried to storm downstairs. He toppled 
down, unmoving. Jared was pressed up against another door, 
firing back at Castillo, slowly moving closer to him. 

I ducked back into the room and ripped the tape off Jeff's 
right hand and then went back to my spot at the door. 

"Is Lacey okay?" Jeff yelled out. "Where is she? Where's 
my daughter?" 

"She's safe," I called back. "She's fine." 

I could practically feel Jeff's relief. 

I kept laying down fire at the stairwell, keeping whoever 
was up there from coming down. I figured there couldn't be 
more than one or two left based on the voices yelling curses. 

Jared was still in a gun battle with Castillo down the hall. 
He was eerily silent, while Castillo was calling out insults 
and curses the entire time. Jeff tore off the rest of his tape 
and went over to my mom, ripping off hers. They were free 
in a matter of a minute or two. 

"Camden," she yelled out. 



I glanced back at them and nodded. “I'm here. We're 
leaving soon." 

They didn't look much worse for wear. Maybe a bit thin, 
definitely exhausted, but they hadn't been tortured at least. 
The cartel probably figured they were worth more in one 
piece. I briefly wondered if they had planned on ransoming 
them off, or if they were just going to be killed. It didn't 
matter anymore, though. 

“Jared," I yelled out. “I got my parents." 

He didn't respond. The only sound was the scream of 
bullets. 

"Fuck," I said. "We're pinned down." 

Jeff was suddenly at my back. "Give me a gun." 

I handed him my rifle, holding onto my pistol. He took 
over my position and kept firing. I tossed him two extra 
clips. 

"There's a window," he said, looking at the far end of the 
room. 

I was surprised at how competently Jeff held the weapon. 

I couldn't tell where his bullets were landing, but all he 
needed to do was keep the guys upstairs from coming down. 

I followed his gaze and grinned to myself. Up at ground 
level was a thin window. 

"Mom, help." I dragged a chair over and she followed me. 

I shot the window, shattering the glass, and used a bandana 
to break off any extra small shards. 

"Boost me," I said. She put her hands out and did her 
best to push me up. I managed to get my head out into the 
freezing cold, but it was a tough squeeze. 

I felt her pushing my feet, and slowly but surely I began 
to slide through. The ground was cold and wet, but I was out. 

I looked back inside. "I'm going around. Tell Jeff to keep 
them upstairs." 

She nodded, afraid but functioning. 

I moved around the house quickly toward the back door. 
For a brief moment I had the crazy idea that Lacey would 



mistake me for a guard and start shooting, but the night 
stayed quiet. Or at least as quiet as it could be with a gun 
battle happening inside. I kicked the door open and ran 
through the boiler room, coming out into the hallway. 

Castillo was busy with Jared, exchanging shots. I crept up 
the hallway on the side of Castillo's door, out of his line of 
sight. Jared spotted me but didn't say a word, just increased 
his rate of fire. 

I wasn't thinking. I couldn't think. I could only act. I 
rounded the corner, dropping down onto my side, and fired 
upward, straight into Castillo's midsection. 

He stumbled back, gasping, and dropped his gun. I 
scrambled up and kicked it away. 

And then Jared was there. 

“Stop," he said as I pointed the gun at Castillo. “I need 
him alive." 

Castillo leered at me. “Maricon white boy," he hissed. 

I stood down. Jared pulled a radio from his vest and 
pressed a button. "Extract now," he said. 

"What the fuck?" I asked, staring at him. "I thought we 
were alone. Who are you talking to?" 

"We are. If this went wrong, they would have denied my 
existence." 

"We need to help my parents." 

"Watch him," Jared said. He moved back out into the hall. 

I looked down at Castillo, who was laughing like mad. 

"It's over," I said in Spanish, training my gun on him. 
"You're finished." 

He shook his head. "Idiot. Nothing is ever over." 

"You're going to pay for all the shit you did." 

"I will rise again," he said, cackling madly. 

I hit him in the skull with the butt of my pistol. He 
dropped, unconscious. I checked to make sure he wasn't 
dead and nodded to myself. 

Crazy piece of shit. Deserved whatever he got. 



Suddenly, the gunshots from upstairs ceased. An eerie 
quiet fell over the house. 

I looked up and my mom and Jeff walked into the room. 

"Camden!" Mom said, and threw her arms around me. 

I returned her hug, relief flooding through me. "I'm so 
sorry, Mom." 

"I'm just happy you're okay. They said you were dead." 

"I'm hard to kill." 

Jeff nodded at me but didn't say a word. He didn't need 
to. I knew he'd never forgive me for this, and I didn't blame 
him. 

I was just glad they were safe. 

"He dead?" Jared asked me. 

"No. Crazy though." 

He grinned. "Yeah. Guy is batshit nuts." 

Jared grabbed Castillo's arms and began to drag him 
outside. I grabbed his legs and my parents followed, walking 
slowly. 

"What happened after we split up?" I asked my mom. 

"Trip was nice, honey. Until we made it to Alaska. Then 
the Mexican men took us, put us in those chairs, and fed us 
once a day. It was awful." 

I nodded and felt relieved. That was not nearly as bad as 
it could have been. Frankly, it sounded like they'd had it 
easy. At least Trip was nice to them. 

The motherfucker. 

We made it back out into the night, and Jared continued 
dragging Castillo. 

"Where are we going with him?" I asked. 

Suddenly, there was a low booming in the sky. The wind 
whipped up and snow swirled everywhere. We all looked up 
as it got louder and louder. It was the unmistakable 
chopping sound of a helicopter, flying low. 

Jared grinned at me. "That'd be my ride," he yelled as a 
black-as-night aircraft suddenly appeared over the trees and 
came for a landing not far away. 



The sound was tremendous, booming claps of wind torn 
to shreds. Jared walked over to me. 

“Here," he yelled, giving me the key to the Jeep. "You can 
keep it. And the guns and the money." 

“What?" I said. 

"The money. It's yours. Consider it payment. And the 
guns, too. Sell them if you want." 

I nodded. "What about him?" 

"Castillo? Well, let's just say he'll disappear." 

"It's over?" 

He clasped my hand. "It's over. You were a good 
informant." 

"And you're a piece of shit." 

"Your government thanks you, but will deny any and all 
involvement with all this." 

"Understood." 

"Good luck, Camden. Tell Lacey I said goodbye. She was a 
great sniper." 

I nodded at him. He nodded at my parents, grabbed 
Castillo, and dragged him to the chopper. Two men in black 
suits jumped out and helped him load Castillo inside. They 
climbed back in, shut the doors, and took off. 

We stood there watching the chopper fly off. I turned and 
looked at Jeff and my mom. 

"So, uh, know of any cars we can steal around here?" 


Lacey had come down from the hills, her gun cradled in her 
arms, as soon as the chopper disappeared. Evidently, she 
hadn't even fired the gun, which I was thankful for. Jared 
probably knew she would be safe up in the hills. Once the 
reunion hugs were done, we stole another car and headed 
out. The car ride back was quiet and tense, but at least it 
was warm and fast. There were only two roads, one leading 
away from the house and the road we had been traveling 



down earlier that day. Eventually, we spotted the Jeep 
parked right where we had left it. 

We climbed out and Lacey came around the car, throwing 
her arms around me. I kissed her full on the lips, and we 
laughed together. Her dad moved past me and hugged her 
too. I'd never felt so relieved, so overjoyed in my whole life, 
but there I was. 

Everything felt like it fell into place. Everything clicked. 
We were beaten, but we weren't broken. 

We'd made it through. I had my family back. Even if they 
hated me, wanted to cast me away for my sins, I was okay 
with that. Because I'd lived today like it was my last day, 
and I came out the other side. 

I'd cheated death twice. 

And I was with her, Lacey. The only girl I wanted or 
needed. 

As our parents climbed into the car, I threw my arms 
around her. 

“Ready?"I asked. 

"For what?" 

"To go home." 

"Only if you promise never to steal another car ever 
again." 

I laughed. "I swear. I'm done with crime." 

"I know. You asshole." 

"Mad at me?" 

"Pissed. Beyond mad. But I'm too happy it's all over to 
deal with that right now." 

"I'll make it up to you." 

She kissed my lips. "You're damn right you will." 

We didn't have to explain it to our parents. We just got in 
the car and started to drive. 

We drove until we were done driving and everything was 

okay. 



Epilogue: Lacey 



The wind whipped my hair in waves as my bike sped down 
the busy city street. I wove expertly between cars, loving the 
exhilaration that came with the slight fear. Ever since I'd 
gotten a taste of excitement holding that big sniper rifle, for 
some reason I loved to push my limits. 

A lot had changed since we'd made our way back home 
from Alaska. We ended up selling the Jeep and Camden 
managed to sell off most of the guns before we bought plane 
tickets back to Chicago with cash. 

Our parents weren't talking to Camden. His mom cheated 
every once in a while, but my dad was pretty set on never 
seeing him again. That was pretty tough, I reflected, as I 
looked down at the engagement ring on my finger. He was 
really making the wedding difficult. 

It was huge, a ridiculous extravagance, but I loved it. 

After splitting the money with our parents, it was the first 
thing we bought. 

I slammed on my brakes, skidding my back tire wildly 
and coming to a halt. I smiled to myself as I climbed off my 
bike, sweat running down my back slightly, and looked up at 
the big brick townhouse. It was beautiful and old and in a 
nice neighborhood. 

And it was the second thing we bought. 

I carried my bike up the steps, unlocked the doors, and 
went inside. I hoisted the bike up and hung it on the racks 



Camden had installed in the foyer. His bike was already 
hanging, which meant he was more than likely home. 

We didn't have a car, which meant we didn't have car 
payments. We'd put almost every bit of the cash we had into 
the house, and although we still had a mortgage, it was way 
more manageable than it would have been otherwise. 

“How was school?" He appeared from the kitchen, drying 
his hands. 

My heart skipped a beat, just like it did every single time 
I saw him. 

“Pretty good. The usual." 

"Kids give you any trouble today?" 

"Not at all." I paused and smiled. “Maybe a little." 

He laughed. "Well come in here. I'm making tacos." 

I followed him into the kitchen and marveled at how 
much had changed in a year. 

I was working at a local middle school teaching physics. 
The starting salary was decent, and it turned out that I liked 
running my own classroom. I biked to and from work every 
day, and I was probably in the best shape of my life because 
of it. 

The kitchen smelled of strong spices as I dropped my bag 
on the island and sat down at the table. Camden put a glass 
of wine in front of me. 

“Smells good." 

“Damn right it does," he said. “Learned this in Mexico." 

“You're such a good cook. How was work, by the way?" 

"Classified." 

I laughed. It was the same answer he always gave ever 
since he'd started working for the government. About a 
month after we got back and started to settle into our new 
lives, he got a call from a man at the Department of Defense. 
Apparently, someone had recommended him for a job as an 
analyst. Nobody would say who gave him the 
recommendation, but we figured it was probably Jared or 
someone involved with his group. I didn't know what an 



analyst actually was, and Camden wasn't at liberty to 
explain. He traveled a lot, but he said he loved what he did. 

And I loved him. I fucking loved him and always had. It 
seemed almost stupid and silly to put it that way, but it was 
the truth. Ever since the moment when I had thought I had 
lost him, really lost him for good, I knew how I felt. It was the 
one thing that shone through all the anger and the fear and 
the pain. It was what got me through. 

He leaned down and kissed my lips. "Glad you're home," 
he whispered. 

"Food first." 

"Food before what?" 

"Food before fucking." 

He grinned. "And how did you know that's what I want?" 

"I can hear it in your voice." 

"I guess I just ooze sex." 

I touched his perfect, stubbled jaw. "You know you do." 

He grinned again and walked away, still preparing the 
meal. 

"I wish you could tell me what you do," I said after taking 
a sip of wine. 

"Me too, Lace, but I can't." 

"Come on. Give me something." 

He paused what he was doing and looked at me. "I have a 
desk." 

I blinked and then burst out laughing. "You have a desk?" 

He nodded very seriously. "Yes. A desk." 

I couldn't imagine Camden sitting at a desk. The guy I 
knew was a thief and a killer, although he was probably the 
best person I knew. He had done things, horrible things, 
difficult things, all to protect us. True, he had been 
protecting us from his own mistakes, but it would have been 
so easy for him to have simply walked away and given up. 
Instead, he had stayed and made things right. 

"Do you sit at it much?" 

"No." He paused. "Okay, yes. I sit at my desk." 



“I feel like I really know how you spend your days now." 

He shrugged. "What can I say? I'm a desk jockey." 

"I'm pretty sure you're lying." 

He grinned again. "If I am, it's for national security 
reasons." 

"Okay, okay." 

"Help me plate?" 

I got up and pulled down silverware, setting the table first 
and then helping him put serving portions onto our plates. 
The food smelled rich and looked incredible. 

We sat down at the table. 

He lifted his glass. "To you and me. And to never going on 
another cross-country car trip again." 

I laughed. "Cheers to that." 

We clinked glasses and sipped our drinks. 

"Dig in." 

We ate in silence. I hadn't realized how starved I was. 
Taking care of a class full of advanced teenagers was pretty 
taxing sometimes. I relished the rich, delicious food. Camden 
wasn't home every single day, but he cooked most nights 
when he was. He said he learned down in Mexico, mostly 
because he was bored and living alone. 

We finished dinner and our drinks, chatting idly about 
our days. I cleaned the dishes and he dried, and when all of 
that was done we collapsed onto the couch together, 
enjoying the quiet and the intimacy of the evening. 

I loved living in Chicago. Though I always imagined I'd 
work at some big fancy research lab at a big university one 
day, I was really enjoying teaching. I was glad Camden had a 
real job and wasn't using his skills to keep stealing cars, 
although I couldn't imagine that was something he ever 
wanted to do again. Not after what had happened. 

"Now what?" I asked him. 

He pressed his body against mine. "Now what do you 
think?" 

I kissed his neck. "Come on. Really." 



“I don't know. We don't need to do anything if you want 
to stay in." 

I nodded, breathing in his smell. I missed him horribly 
when he was away, and so I took every chance I could to 
drink him in when he was home. 

"Okay. Let's do that." 

"Sounds good." He kissed me fully and deeply. I felt like I 
was spinning out of control with happiness as I wrapped my 
arms around him, embracing him fully. 

"I love you, you know that?" he said after a minute. 

"I know. I love you too." 

He kissed my neck. "I fucking worship you." 

"You better." 

He smirked at me. "Now give me what I want." 

I felt a thrill run through my body. 

"Whatever you say, future husband." 

I knew I'd do whatever he wanted me to do. 

I wanted to give him everything, every piece of me, every 
inch I had to give. 

He had changed slowly ever since we'd moved to the city. 
He had changed back into the man I knew. The darkness was 
still there, but it was buried deep inside him. It was like he 
was coming back to himself. 

And I wanted to be there for him. Every single step of the 
way. 

I was his. I was always his. 

And that was more than enough for me. 
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/ don't trust you yet, but I want to. 

I read the message over and over. It was earlier than I liked 
to be awake, and my eyes felt heavy. The lack of sleep was 
pretty worth it, though. We had been up late trading texts 
about all the different places he wanted to make me come, 
and I was still reeling from his words. I stretched my legs and 
almost knocked my laptop off the bed. I sat up and sighed. 
My room was a mess, and my comforter was covered in 
laundry, but I never had time to clean anymore. Between 
trying to make it as a computer programmer and working 
full time at a coffee shop, certain things were falling by the 
wayside, like basic organization. And, most recently, my love 
life. 

I propped myself up and typed back. You seemed pretty 
trusting last night. 

I'd never done the whole online dating thing before, but my 
best friend Darcy convinced me to give the website 
Matchstick a try. It had been awhile since I was with anyone, 
which I embarrassingly admitted to Darcy one night after I 
had a few too many glasses of wine and chatted with her on 
the phone. An hour and a bunch of awkward selfies later, 
eligible bachelors started pinging my cell like crazy. Of 
everyone I saw, he was the only one that interested me at 
all. 

His profile picture was hot. I'm not usually so blunt, but it's 
true. Light grey eyes, almost the color of flint or steel, and a 



boyish, chiseled jaw. His lips were full and his dark brown 
hair was cropped short on the sides and was longer on top. 
He clearly knew how to take care of himself. He wasn't 
shirtless in his profile picture, but the longer I stared at it, 
the more certain I was that I could see his well defined 
muscles through his tailored button down shirt. 

But more than his looks, it was his basic information that 
drew me in. He said he was an entrepreneur in the tech 
industry, but he didn't give out any more details, which 
intrigued me. Still, we had a lot in common other than our 
jobs, so I sent him a message. And he sent me one back. 

Two days and some hours later, I'm describing how I want to 
suck him off under his desk in his office. 

What he described back was much, much dirtier. And I liked 
it, but I couldn't keep those messages around. I mean, what 
if someone found them? I'd be mortified. 

My phone buzzed. / want to meet you. That was much 
better. I didn't know what he meant by not trusting me 
earlier. It's not like I knew all that much about him. Other 
than certain oral sex techniques, and maybe some other 
quirks and kinks, we hadn't gone too much into detail about 
our personal lives. We stayed on mutual interests, like 
computers and movies. And the things we wanted to do to 
each other, of course. 

Still, did I want to meet him? After months of hard work, I 
was so close to selling my fledgling company. I made a 
cellphone app in my spare time, and spent every second 
outside of work writing the code and creating the images. I 
had a meeting the next morning to hopefully finish the deal, 
which meant I wouldn't have to work full time at Swirl Cafe 



anymore. But would he distract me from my goal? Maybe I 
could use a little distraction. 

If I was honest with myself, I was feeling pretty burnt out 
from all the lack of sleep. I had been working every day at 
the cafe, and programming all night at home for months. 

Just thinking about tomorrow made my palms start to sweat. 

I had never done something like sell a company before, and I 
didn't know what to expect. I felt like I didn't deserve this 
incredible good luck; there were thousands of other people 
making apps, so why me? I felt this lump of self-doubt in my 
chest whenever I thought about my career and my 
ambitions. Not to mention my love life, but for some reason I 
wasn't having that problem with my handsome stranger. 

I climbed out of bed and checked myself in the mirror. 
Bedhead like crazy, bags under my eyes, old white tank top, 
and boy shorts. I pulled on my robe and went into the 
kitchen. I made coffee and ate a banana for breakfast, like 
usual, and then I was down on the couch, typing him a 
message. 

/ want to meet you too. I hit send, and my stomach did flips. 
It's not like this was the first guy I'd been involved with, but 
it was definitely the first one I'd never met in person before. 

I didn't even know how old he was. 

He answered almost right away. You'll have to try harder 
than that. I wasn't even sure I wanted to get involved, and 
he was trying to play coy? And what's that mean, I sent 
back. 

A few minutes later, my phone buzzed. It was a picture of 
him, dim lighting, and shirtless. My jaw dropped and I felt a 
jolt of excitement run through me. He was looking into the 
camera like I was the only person in the world, although it 



was hard to make out the details of his face. But I was right 
about the muscles. 


I ran into the bathroom. I did something about my messy 
hair, pulled it back into a ponytail, and put on some quick 
makeup. I tried to hide the bags under my eyes as best I 
could, but realized that was a losing battle. Once I was done, 
I leaned forward and let my tank top show off plenty of 
cleavage. Satisfied, I took a few pictures. Actually, I took 
about twenty, before finally settling on one that was good 
enough. Is this what you want?\ typed out and sent it. 

I couldn't believe I just did that. Sexting was one thing, but 
sending someone a sexy picture of myself was completely 
new for me. I knew a lot of girls did it, but I had never met a 
guy that made me want to undress for him this badly until 
now. Not to mention I didn't really know who was even on 
the other end of the connection. 

That's exactly what I want, he wrote back. I couldn't believe 
he was being so forward, but it was exciting. We didn't even 
know each other. Then again, after the things we had 
described, I guessed it wasn't that weird. We knew certain 
things about each other, like how I wanted him to fuck me 
with my hands pulled behind my back, and how he wanted 
me to suck him off. 

My phone buzzed again. When can / meet you? 

I had no idea. I checked the clock and my heart almost 
stopped. I had work in a half hour, which was the bare 
minimum I needed to get ready and get there on time. What 
I thought was too early in the morning, turned out to be way 
too late. That's what I got for sexting all night with a hot 
stranger. Phone forgotten, I rushed to get ready, and went 
out into the city. 




The day shift passed like it usually did: slow and boring. I 
kept thinking about the hot stranger that wanted to meet 
me. His name was Rex Blue, and if he was even half as good 
looking in person as he was in his pictures, he was still by far 
the most attractive man I had ever met. His name was a 
little odd, but I didn't mind it. I was meeting a man through 
the internet, after all, so there was bound to be something a 
little weird about him. I guessed I was a little weird myself 
for even considering this, but every new message he sent 
made me want to meet him more. 

"Amy?" My manager's voice cut into my daydreaming. It was 
getting near closing time, and the cafe was starting to 
empty. 

"Hey, sorry Jim. What's up?" 

"Just wanted to make sure you still were taking tomorrow 
off." 

"Yep, all day. Why?" 

He shook his head. "Nothing, don't worry. App time, huh?" 

Jim Sleeter was a few years older than I was, and he was one 
of the few nice guys that worked at Swirl Cafe. It was mostly 
a hipster place, and the other employees cultivated a 
distant and too-cool attitude. That was never my thing, and 
it wasn't Jim's, either. Him and I got along pretty well. I told 
him about my after hours app programming, and he told me 



about his rock band. I heard them play once, and they 
weren't that bad. Very late 90s emo, but in an updated, cool 
way. He was a little goofy and awkward, but it was 
endearing, and he was probably my only friend in the city. 

We became close because of our unfulfilled dreams. We liked 
to joke that we were in the losers club together. Jim was cute 
in a boyish way, with long brown hair and big brown eyes, 
but I was never attracted to him. Most nights, we closed the 
cafe together, and spent a lot of time talking about our past. 
Jim grew up in rural Pennsylvania, and his parents never 
approved of music. I told him about the accident when I was 
young, the accident that changed my life forever. I told him 
about my father's encouragement when I wanted to get a 
degree in computer science, and about his cancer. I was the 
first person in my family to go to college, and my father's 
look when I received my degree from Columbia University 
was one of the best days of my life. I learned he was sick not 
long after that. 

I didn't have much growing up. My dad drove a delivery 
truck, and my mother died when I was young. My two 
brothers helped out as much as they could, but we were 
constantly just getting by. I always had a job too, but my 
family, especially my brothers, encouraged me to stay in 
school and to go to college. Still, even as I was graduating 
from high school with an acceptance to Columbia, I felt like 
an imposter. That never got any better when I was actually 
living in New York. 

Instead of staying in the big apple after graduating from 
college, like all of my friends did, I moved back down to 
Philadelphia to be closer to my father. He lived in a suburb 
outside of the city, in the same house that I grew up in. 

There weren't many big tech companies in Philadelphia, and 
I didn't want to waste my time grinding out hours of code 



every day for some random big box store, so I took a job at 
Swirl Cafe and wrote my own apps on my own time. It had 
the benefit of free coffee, and wasn't too stressful. 

Jim was one of the first people to encourage me. It was him 
who told me my idea for an app that connected low-income 
kids that needed help in school with cheap and friendly 
online tutors was a good one. He was like a big brother to 
me, who also happened to give me my paycheck. He showed 
me around Philly when I was still getting used to living in a 
new city, and he introduced me to his friends when I had 
none. Maybe in some ways, Jim was the reason Adstringo 
was going to buy my app for thousands of dollars. It was 
because of his kindness that I had the courage and stability 
to spend my off hours working on my dream. 

"Sure is app day. I might be leaving you guys soon," I said. 

He laughed. "I really hope so. Good luck, Amy. You're going 
to do great." He moved off to the back room, probably to 
tally the day's sales. 

I wanted to check my phone, but I left it back at my 
apartment in my rush to get to work. It had only been about 
eight hours since Rex had asked when we could meet, but 
that was the longest we had been out of communication for 
the last two days. I thought about him sitting at his 
computer, eyes darting to his phone nervously. I didn't want 
him to worry, but it was nice to imagine being wanted. I felt 
a rush run through my stomach as the anticipation rose 
throughout the night. When the cafe was finally closed, I got 
back home as fast as I could. 




I lived alone in a small one-bedroom apartment in a rough 
neighborhood near the Delaware River. I parked my bike on 
the sidewalk, chained it to a stoplight, and ran up my stoop 
and into my apartment. The place was messy, but not dirty; I 
had clothes hung up all over, last night's dishes still in the 
sink, books stacked along the back wall in lieu of a 
bookshelf, and magazines laying around. My desk was 
covered in papers and many handwritten notes about my 
app, but it was the most organized part of my space. It's the 
spot I spent most of my time, working as hard as I could. It's 
tough being a single girl living alone in a city, especially in a 
sketchy neighborhood like mine, but I threw myself into 
work to compensate for whatever loneliness I felt. 

Once inside, I ran into my bedroom and grabbed my phone. I 
unlocked the screen and read one message: Did I scare you 
away already? 

That was it, a single message from him. I was both 
disappointed and elated. Part of me had wanted multiple 
texts, maybe even a few calls. Maybe a few more pictures 
while he was at it. I know, it's crazy, and we don't even know 
each other, but the idea that this attractive man is out there 
in my city thinking about me, maybe looking at the picture I 
sent him and touching himself, made me more excited than 
I'd been in awhile. 

Plus, he was smart. We spent most of our time describing 
what we wanted to do to each other, but we did talk about 
our other things. He had a lot to say about computers and 



app development, and his knowledge blew me away. It was 
the main thing that convinced me he was a legitimate tech 
entrepreneur, and not just some creep lying about what he 
did for a living to score chicks. However, I had never heard 
of him before, and I spent a lot of time reading about local 
Philadelphia companies. A quick search online for his name 
brought up nothing. Maybe he was another anonymous 
person like me, trying to make it big. But then again, the 
confidence with which he talked about the industry made 
me think he was way beyond my skill level already. 

The other part of me was happy he was confident enough 
not to blow my phone up. He knew what he wanted, and he 
asked for it directly, but didn't go overboard and get all 
needy on me. I found that kind of confidence incredibly 
attractive. 

I changed out of my work clothes and pulled on a pair of 
black yoga pants and an old high school soccer t-shirt. I still 
had a lot to do that night to prepare for my meeting in the 
morning, and I couldn't get too sucked into messaging with 
him again. Still, I really wanted to let him know that I hadn't 
forgotten him. Far from it, I'd been thinking about his picture 
all afternoon, imagining running my fingers down his chest 
while pressing my lips against his, feeling the heat of his 
body pressed back against me, his strong hands grabbing 
my hips. His hard, sculpted muscles. I felt myself getting 
aroused, and had to stop imagining what I wanted to do to 
him or else waste an hour getting his body out of my mind. 

Lying in my bed, I typed a message back to him. Not yet, 
had to go to work. Forgot my phone at home. I hit send. 

There was nothing better than the anticipation. Wondering 
what he'd say back, when he'd say it back, and where it all 
was going made me feel better than I'd felt in a long time. 



Living in Philadelphia was good, and I was able to see Dad 
as much as possible, but it was also very lonely. I couldn't let 
myself get too distracted, so I rolled out of bed, went to my 
desk, and opened my laptop. I read over the notes and 
emails again, trying to prepare for whatever was coming 
tomorrow. 

This meeting could change my life, I knew. Living and going 
to school in New York wasn't cheap, and I had piles of 
student loans I still needed to pay off. I felt like I was 
drowning in interest payments every time I thought about it. 
Whatever the final number on the sale was going to be, I'd 
use it all to pay off my loans, and have whatever was 
leftover to help care for my dad. Best-case scenario, they'd 
hire me on to keep working on the app, which would mean 
salary plus benefits. More than that, it would mean stability. 
But whenever I thought about the sale, self-doubt would 
take over my chest, and I'd have to breathe deep to get 
passed it. I tried to block it from my mind, and pretended 
like my preparation was some kind of game, but I couldn't 
help but panic a little bit. 

After a half hour, my phone buzzed. It was he. / know it's 
strange to say, but I missed your texts today Let's try to 
meet tomorrow. 

It wasn't strange at all. The strange thing was that I felt 
exactly the same way, like the lack of the phone's buzz was 
a hole in my hourly existence. 

I typed back. OK, let's meet tomorrow. 

I couldn't believe I agreed to meet him, but it was too late 
now. 

Good, I'm looking forward to it. I keep staring at that picture 
you sent me, he wrote back. 



Oh yeah? And why is that? 


Because I love your body And I want to feel your breath 
against my neck. 

That made me grin like an idiot. Don't get your hopes up too 
much. We haven't even met in person yet. 

I already have plenty of things up right now. Because of you. 

I smiled again. When we weren't being serious with our 
sexting, we both thought it was funny to make cheesy sex 
puns. He was definitely much cheesierthan me. 

Go take a shower then, you poor guy I'll see you soon. 

Tomorrow was going to be a huge day. 




The lobby was full of people in expensive suits. I had never 
seen such a lavish place like this, with marble floors and 
huge flat screen TVs showing stock market analysis. The 
front desk girl told me I'd have to wait, which was what I 
expected. I sat down in a thick leather chair and watched 
the people go by, each new face looking happier and calmer 
than the next. Adstringo was known as one of the best 
places to work in the city, if not the whole country, and I 
could see why. There was free food, oranges and apples and 
bananas, plus free coffee and energy bars, and that was just 
for the visitors. Inside, I had heard there was a full free 
catered kitchen, plus gyms, rooms for power naps, and more. 

It was my dream job. I nervously pulled down the hem of my 
slim fitted grey pencil skirt, the one that showed off my ass. I 
was going for attractive but still professional. I felt like I 
didn't belong here in this expensive-looking lobby, 
surrounded by all the happy people, but I was determined to 
make this happen. My hair was up in a tight bun, and I 
decided to wear my glasses for once. I was beginning to 
worry that I came off more as a sexy secretary than as a 
serious business professional. Not that I really knew what a 
serious business professional actually looked like. I had 
never held an office job before, and this was my first 
experience at a large company. 

They kept me waiting for about a half hour. People streamed 
in and out, seemingly without appointments, and everyone 
was dressed in designer labels. Except for me, and I hoped I 
didn't stand out too much. I clutched my simple brown 



leather bag, which was once my mother's when she worked 
in an office years ago. It now held everything in it, my notes 
and my laptop, and I suddenly felt protective. The contents 
of this bag would determine my future. 

"Miss Woodall?" the receptionist said. 

"Yes?" I replied, standing up. 

"They're ready for you." 

The door to the office opened and a tall woman with short 
blonde hair stood smiling at me. I walked over to her and 
she extended her hand. We shook, and her fingers felt 
strong but soft, and her nails were neatly manicured. Her 
legs were long and she was absolutely stunning. She was 
what I imagined Darcy would become in a few years, mature 
but still radiant. 

"My name is Janice Shear. I'm Mr. Green's assistant." 

"Nice to meet you, Miss Shear." 

"Please, call mejanice." 

I laughed nervously. "You call me Amy, then." 

"Great! Please, right this way." 

I instantly liked Janice. She was warm and kind and 
something about her put me at ease. Maybe it was the way 
she looked like she was really listening when I spoke, even if 
we were only exchanging pleasantries. 

Janice led us into the office, and I looked around. I couldn't 
help but stare like a kid in a museum for the first time. The 
space was open, with very high ceilings and rows of long 



flowing desks down the middle, sectioned off by seven-foot 
plastic dividers. Someone occupied each section, and 
everyone's desk looked like it was out of a movie. They were 
decorated with personal items, like pictures and toys, and it 
was all so colorful and lighthearted. Instead of the somber 
business look most places had, this one was modern and 
sleek. It was the opposite of the lobby I just came through, 
which was classic ornate and meant to show off their wealth. 

I couldn't spot a single man wearing a suit jacket, and the 
women weren't wearing heels, with the exception of Janice. 
The atmosphere was upbeat, loud but not overwhelming, 
and people were milling about, chatting in groups, or sitting 
at their desk with headphones on typing away. 

There were other side rooms everywhere, and I thought I saw 
the kitchen. We walked down a short hall to our right, which 
was lined with glass enclosed conference rooms, some 
empty and some full, and took a left at the end. Up ahead 
were two large doors, wooden but simple. Janice stopped 
before we reached them. 

“Okay Amy, this is where the meeting will take place. Mr. 
Green and Mr. Brown will be with you shortly," Janice said. 
She opened the doors and moved aside for me to enter. It 
was a basic conference room, dominated by a single large 
table in the middle, and it could have seated twenty. 

“Is there anything I can get you? Anything at all?" 

“No, thank you," I said. Janice nodded, and turned to go. 

However, before she got out of the conference room, it sunk 
in that I had no idea who Mr. Brown was. "Oh, I'm sorry!" I 
said. Janice turned back patiently. "Who is Mr. Brown?" 


Janice smiled. “Mr. Brown is Mr. Green's lawyer." 



“Thanks," I said, and felt a little embarrassed. Of course he 
was the lawyer, obviously there would be lawyers. I had 
never done something like this before, and I suddenly felt 
like I should have someone here with me. Panic rose up for a 
second, but I took a deep breath to stay calm. 

"Don't worry. Royal Brown is a nice man, you'll get along," 
Janice said. For a second I thought she could read my mind, 
but she must have noticed my anxiety leak out onto my 
face. 

“Thanks, I hope so." 

"They should be here shortly." Janice turned and left, closing 
the doors behind her. 

I sat down in the center of the room and placed my notes 
and my laptop in front of me. I turned the machine on and 
looked around. It was simple, not ornate like the lobby, and 
not quirky-colorful like the main office was. I felt more 
comfortable here, even though a stone of anxiety was sitting 
in my chest. I wasn't used to fancy places like the lobby, 
having grown up with Dad in a suburb called Levittown. We 
didn't have much, but Dad worked hard to provide for my 
two older brothers and me. I had never been in a space so 
clearly modern and light, like the main office was. Columbia 
had some spaces like that, but I mostly stayed away from 
them. I preferred the older buildings, big and blocky, with 
simple layouts and designs. They were more comfortable to 
me for some reason. 

The self-doubt returned, but I pushed it away. It was going to 
be fine, I told myself, and tried to think about meeting my 
handsome stranger later that night. About his body pressed 
up against mine in a dark alley while he tried desperately to 
slide his hands up my skirt and to run his lips along my 



neck. Before I could get too lost in the fantasy, there was a 
knock at the door, and it opened. 

I stood to greet them. In walked two men. The first was older, 
probably in his mid-fifties, rounder and tall. His hair was 
mostly greying but still shaggy like a teenager, which made 
him look kind. He walked right up to me and extended his 
hand, a big grin on his face. 

“Royal Brown, lawyer to the stars, good to meet you," he 
said, and we shook. 

"Amy Woodall, app developer, and future app seller." Royal 
laughed at my joke, which instantly made me like him, then 
moved to sit at the other side of the table. 

Then I saw him. The second man moved to approach me. 

And my jaw nearly hit the floor. 



And now, keep reading for the full text of Jerked, the steamy 
bestselling stepbrother romance! 





Chapter One: Brenna 

I looked up at the old brick fagade and the black wrought 
iron detailing around the front stoop and couldn't believe I 
was back. 

The cab pulled off, back out into traffic, before I had the 
chance to change my mind, hop back in, and head anywhere 
but home. I cursed my rotten luck and looked around. The 
old neighborhood looked the same: old brick Philly row 
homes, but clean and orderly—one of the richer south Ph illy 
neighborhoods. 

Briefly, I wondered how many crimes had been committed in 
the halls of the houses that I could see. I wondered how 
many crimes had been committed in my own house. 

Probably a lot. 

With a sigh, I lugged my over-filled suitcase up the stoop 
and stood in front of the door. Did I have to ring the bell and 
knock, or could I just walk right in? That was a weird 
thought; it was my childhood home, after all, though I hadn't 
been back in years. I opted for informal, grabbed the front 
door knob, and pulled it open. 

I could feel that my back was covered in sweat already as 
the air conditioning hit me hard. I must have looked like a 
mess. It wasn't a long trip from New York, but it felt like it 
had taken ages. I hated riding the train, but there were no 
other good ways to travel. Plus, I had left in kind of a hurry. 

It wasn't good to be home. Far from it, actually. I hadn't 
exactly left on friendly terms, and my relationship with 



Daddy dearest had been strained at best ever since. We 
spoke a few times a year on the phone, but that was about 
it. Pleasantries, the bare minimum of small talk, and then 
nothing for months at a time. 

Still, it was a nice trip down memory lane as I walked into 
the familiar foyer. Pictures of myself as a kid, smiling into the 
camera, my mom smiling up by my side, my dad with his 
typical mean mug look. I smiled softly to myself. That was 
back before she had passed away, before things began to 
take a turn, before I knew what dad did for a living. Those 
were the good old days. 

"Hello?" I called out, and heard only my own voice echo 
back at me. 

Typical. Of course my dad wasn't home. He was probably too 
busy breaking some guy's knees or whatever it was he did 
all day. Then again, I was a few hours early, so I could 
probably cut him a little break on that one. 

With a grunt, I lugged my suitcase up the stairwell, heading 
for my bedroom. It wasn't exactly graceful, but I was 
exhausted and alone and anyway, so what did I care? I was 
home; I didn't need to be on all the time. 

I looked around my nearly-empty childhood room and tossed 
the suitcase onto the bed. There wasn't much left of it: 
everything I had cared about I had brought with me, and it 
looked like my dad hadn't exactly kept it up. 

I sighed. I guessed there would be plenty of time to 
redecorate. 

My stomach grumbled as I looked around, and I realized I 
hadn't eaten anything since I left New York. There wasn't 
exactly enough time to have a nice meal; I hadn't really 



given much thought to my escape. The only thing that 
mattered in that first hour or two was getting the hell out of 
there before things got even worse. I had been frantic as I 
threw things into my suitcase and ran out of my apartment, 
trying to get the image of what I saw out of my mind. Her 
blonde hair, bobbing up and down. The look on his face. 

I shook my head. I couldn't deal with those memories, not 
yet. Food first, emotional healing later. Maybe. 

The hallway was empty as I walked quietly back toward the 
thin staircase that led into the kitchen. I remembered the 
hundreds of times I played in that space, running around 
and climbing down the weird staircase, which I now realized 
was for the servants or whatever back when the house was 
first built in Colonial times. I'd had a pretty good childhood, 
though my dad wasn't the most attentive person in the 
world. But he had shielded me from the worst of the shit that 
went on around us, keeping me blissfully ignorant. I'd lived 
in my own little bubble, daughter of one of the largest Irish 
Mob bosses in the entire city, the Mob Princess. I 
remembered all the men that came in and out of the house, 
and how kind they were to me. At the time, I had thought I 
was special. Now I realized they were just trying to suck up 
to my dad. 

As I neared the back staircase, I heard a creak, and the door 
to the bathroom pushed open. I nearly jumped out of my 
skin. Warm, steam-filled air rolled out as a body stepped into 
the hall. I practically shrieked, surprised as hell, as this 
damp, gorgeous torso appeared in the doorway. I gaped at 
him, not sure why some random guy was coming out of my 
shower. He was ripped like crazy, all muscles and perfectly 
toned abs, and all he was wearing was a thin white towel 
wrapped around his waist. I could see the outline of every 
one of his muscles glistening from the water from his shower. 



My heart started hammering in my chest as I ran my gaze 
along him. 

“Shit, sorry," I stammered as my eyes ran up his body and 
locked onto his face. 

And that's when I got the real shock. 

“Hey Bren," he said, grinning. 

I couldn't believe it. I recognized the voice, but it hardly 
matched up with my memories. We hadn't seen each other 
in years, not since that time just before I left for college. 
Which, actually, was another thing I didn't want to think 
about—one of many. But he had gotten taller, fuller, even 
better looking if that was possible. The only guy to ever turn 
me down, the cocky asshole that was always around our 
house when I was in high school, my pseudo-stepbrother, 
Colin Blake. 

“Colin. Wow. You've uh ... grown up." 

I felt myself blush. Seriously? What was I even saying? 

He laughed. "Yeah, you too. Last time I saw you, you were 
headed out to college, all fresh-faced and ready to take on 
the big city." 

“What are you doing here?" 

He shrugged. "Right now, I'm talking to you, and it looks like 
you're trying not to stare at my nakedness." 

I forced myself not to blush any more. "You just surprised 
me, that's all." 


“You're not surprised anymore." 



"Who just walks around in a towel, anyway?" 

"People who take showers. And you're early." 

"I didn't hear you in the shower." 

He shrugged. "I don't know what to tell you, Bren. Still 
oblivious as always, I guess." 

I made a face. "Don't start with that already." 

He laughed. "Okay, I'll be nice." 

"Seriously, what are you doing here?" 

"How about I get dressed first. Then I'll tell you all about it." 

"Yeah, fine, whatever." 

I looked away from his cocky grin and began heading toward 
the staircase. 

"It's good to see you, Bren," he called after me. 

I paused and looked back. He was standing in the middle of 
the hall, one hand holding up his towel, water gathering 
around his defined chest muscles, smooth skin and cut jaw 
and full lips and piercing blue eyes all gathering me in. I 
blinked. 

"Yeah, you too, Colin." 

I turned away and headed down the stairs as fast as I could 
without seeming like a total idiot. 

Colin Blake. My father's protege and essentially his adopted 
son, though not legally at least. Growing up, there had been 
a lot of men hanging around my dad, but Colin was the 



youngest, and he was the only one who actually lived with 
us for a while. 

I didn't know much about him, in all honesty. One day he 
had simply appeared out of nowhere, and began to spend 
time around the house, running errands for my dad and me. 
It wasn't until much later that I realized he was being 
initiated into the Mob, but back then I didn't really know 
much about that stuff. I'd never really seen him as a brother, 
though dad probably wanted me to. He was a year older 
than me, and we went to different schools, so we rarely saw 
each other. He grew up in an orphanage in the city, and 
when he turned eighteen, he was forced to find another 
place to live. I guessed my dad liked him a lot, because Colin 
came to stay with us for my last year of high school, and was 
still there up until the day that I left for college. 

The very day I had been trying not to think about for years. I 
hadn't heard much about him after that, though, but my dad 
had wanted me to think of him as my older sibling, and had 
always been going on about how much promise Colin had 
and how proud of him he was. 

Little did he realize. If Daddy dearest found out the truth of 
what happened between Colin and me, I'm pretty sure 
Colin's life would be a lot more difficult. 

The weird thing was, there was no way Colin still lived in my 
dad's house. That would be way too weird. And plus, wasn't 
he at least twenty-four? He should have his own place. So 
then what the heck was he doing showering in my bathroom 
and walking around half naked? 

I made my way into the kitchen and smiled at the familiar 
space. Dad hadn't done a thing to the kitchen in years, and I 
was glad he hadn't. Some of my best memories took place in 



there, from cooking with my mom when I was really little to 
joking around with my dad's guys as I got older. Like a lot of 
homes, our kitchen was the heart of our family, and I spent 
many hours in there as I grew up. 

I pulled open the stainless steel refrigerator door and made 
a face at how empty it was. Typical of my dad, unable to take 
care of the house in any way. He paid people to cook and 
clean, but trying to get him to stock the refrigerator like a 
normal person was like pulling teeth. I settled on a yogurt 
that was on the edge of its expiration date, and settled down 
at the island. 

Being back felt crazy. I could remember the fight I'd had 
with dad on the day I left almost as if it had happened 
yesterday. You spoiled brat, you don't know a fucking thing 
about what I do, he'd said to me, his face red with anger. He 
had never talked to me that way before, and hadn't since. 

In a lot of ways, I deserved it. You're a violent thug, dad, and 
ail of this stuff is bought with blood money, I had screamed 
at him. I had been a naive kid and didn't understand the 
way things worked back then. From his perspective, I had 
been ungrateful for what he had given me, and willing to 
turn my back on my family. Disloyalty was the ultimate 
insult, especially to people in the Mob. 

But I had grown up a lot since then. 

I finished the yogurt and heard a creak on the back 
staircase, announcing Colin's entrance. I looked up as he 
turned the sharp corner wearing comfortable but still 
tailored grey sweats, the sort of thing you saw a fighter 
wearing, and a tight black T-shirt that accentuated every 
curve of his muscular frame. I had to will myself not to stare. 


“Sorry about the food situation," he said. 



“Dad never was good at keeping the house stocked." 

“He's a busy man." Colin leaned up against the counter 
across from me and crossed his arms. 

"How's he doing?" I asked tentatively. 

He laughed. "Really good, actually. He got a pretty big 
promotion recently." 

I held up my hands. “Do I want to hear about this?" 

"Still hate the family business?" 

“More like I'd rather not have to lie to a jury one day." 

He laughed with his whole body and I smiled. I remembered 
that laugh. I had tried to forget it, didn't want to forget it, 
but everything came flooding back the second I had seen 
him. 

"Yeah, well, that's a fair point. Anyway, he's doing good." 

“I'm glad to hear it. What about you?" 

He shrugged and grinned. "You know me. Same as I've 
always been." 

“Still working for him?" 

He nodded but didn't say anything. I let out a breath and 
looked around. 

“It's weird how empty it is in here," I said. 

"Yeah. That probably won't last, though, so enjoy it." 
“When's Dad getting home?" 



He shrugged again. "Who knows? Some people are stopping 
by later to see you, so probably around then." 

I nodded. That was good; it would give me time to get used 
to being in the house again before I had to face him. I'd 
been dreading seeing him again, but I knew there was 
nothing that I could do about it if I wanted to stay in his 
house. I wasn't exactly in the mood for a party, but maybe it 
was better this way. It would provide a nice social setting to 
cushion the blow of being reunited. 

"It's really good to see you home, Bren," Colin said, pulling 
me from my thoughts. 

"Yeah, thanks." 

He grinned again then pulled open the refrigerator and 
grabbed a green sports drink from the door. He twisted it 
open and took a deep drink while I watched him. I noticed 
that his hair was still wet from the shower. 

"So, you mentioned telling me everything?" I prompted. 

He stopped drinking and nodded, expression serious. "Yeah, 
but you're not going to like what I have to say." 

I sighed. My reason for coming home wasn't exactly happy, 
and I expected a lecture from dad, not from one of his 
lackeys. Even if Colin was like a brother to me in my father's 
eyes, that didn't give him the right to talk to me about who I 
should date and who I shouldn't. 

"Fine, let's get it overwith, then." 

He resumed his position of leaning against the counter, 
bottle resting next to him. 



“Well, I guess I should tell you that I'll be staying in the 
house with you for a while." 

I stared at him. "Seriously? Don't you have, like, your own 
apartment?" 

“Yeah, I do. But this comes from the big man himself." 

“So Daddy ordered you to watch over me?" 

He frowned. “It's not like that." 

I clenched my jaw. It was exactly like that, and we both knew 
it. 

“What's it like, then?" 

“Bren, can you blame him? I mean, you call out of the blue, 
start talking about some cheating ex-boyfriend that 
smacked you around, and beg him to let you come home. Of 
course he's freaked out." 

There it was, the reason I had come home. Vince Fabrizio, 
my asshole ex-boyfriend. I kept remembering the dumb 
slut's head sliding up and down his dick, and the happy 
expression on his face as she blew him. And how angry he 
was later, when I said that I was leaving, and the pain of his 
slap stinging through more than just my skin. 

“I get it, he doesn't trust me. Still thinks I'm the spoiled brat 
that can't take care of herself." 

He pushed off the counter and leaned over the island, 
looking at me seriously. 

“It's not like that. I'm here for protection, not as a 
babysitter." 



I snorted. “I don't see the difference." 


"We looked into this guy Vince Fabrizio. We know who he is." 

My heart almost stopped at that. I hadn't told Dad the truth, 
or at least I had neglected to tell him one important aspect. 
Vince was a Made Man in the Italian Mafia, and was part of 
one of the most powerful families in all of New York. That was 
what probably drew me to him in the first place: money, 
power, and excitement. He was so fucking sweet to me when 
we were dating, but it all turned to shit after. So typical—I 
had worked to get away from men like Vince, but in the end I 
couldn't stay out of his bed. Things had moved so fast 
between us, and I had made so many mistakes. 

I looked away. "It's fine. He's not going to follow me." 

"This guy is dangerous. We're not taking any chances with 
you." 

I nodded once, still annoyed. But he was right about one 
thing: Vince was dangerous, incredibly dangerous. And I 
wasn't sure at all if he would follow me or not. That was the 
reason I had left so quickly, abandoning most of my 
possessions. My dad's place was the only house in the entire 
world that I thought I would be safe and where Vince 
wouldn't come after me. 

But who knew with Vince. He was capable of anything. 
Especially when he felt like something he owned was being 
taken away from him, and he definitely thought he owned 
me, though for a good reason. Another one of the many 
mistakes of Brenna O'Brian. I hated having regrets, but they 
seemed to pile up no matter what I did. 

After a second, Colin moved away, expression turning back 
into his grin. 



“So, a Mafia guy, huh?" 

I gave him a look. "Don't say a word." 

He looked fake-innocent. “What? Just making conversation." 
“I know what you're doing." 

“If I were doing anything, I would innocently point out how 
strange it is that you ripped your father a new one and 
didn't speak to him for years, and then ended up with a man 
just like him." 

I sighed, annoyed. "Yeah, Colin, that thought occurred to 
me." 

His grin got wider. "Sorry. Just giving you shit." 

“Is this what I have to look forward to?" 

"Yeah, probably." 

“Not like you have any room to talk." 

"You're not wrong about that." 

"So, how does this work, anyway? You're—what? My private 
bodyguard?" 

He laughed and leaned back on the counter again. 

"No, not at all. I'm just keeping an eye on you, make sure 
that asshole doesn't show up here. Unless you want me to 
guard your body. I'd be more than happy to." 

I made a face. "You're not funny." 



He grinned. "I'm not joking. I'd love to get close to your 
body." 

I shook my head and wished he were within arm's reach. I 
would have loved to smack that grin off his face, if only to 
get to feel his firm jaw. 

"Anyway, I'm going out for a grocery run. Write down what 
you want and I'll get it." He nodded at a pen attached to a 
notepad stuck to the refrigerator door. 

"What, am I not allowed to leave?" 

He shook his head. "You're not a prisoner. But maybe it's a 
good idea to lay low for a few days." 

I hated that he was the one watching over me. I hated that 
my dad thought I needed a guardian, and I hated that he 
was right. Because the truth was, I did need a guardian. That 
was the whole reason I had ran home to my daddy, as much 
as I didn't want it to be true. I needed protection and I 
needed it badly if I was going to get away from Vince. Still, 
Dad could have chosen someone other than Colin. Really, 
anybody but Colin. I didn't need another distraction in my 
life, and yet there he was, leaning against the counter, 
looking incredible, and smiling like he owned the place. 

"Fine, I can do that." 

"Great. We'll have a good old time together." 

"Yeah, I'm sure we will." 


"Cheer up. This'll all blow over soon enough, and you and 
your dad will mend fences. This'll be good for you." 



I nodded. I had a knot in my stomach the size of a Redwood 
tree. I really hoped he was right. I looked at his grinning face 
and the memory of that night flooded through me again. I 
could practically feel his hot breath close against my lips all 
over again, and I found myself blushing again. 

Colin as my personal bodyguard. I couldn't imagine 
anything more dangerous than that. 



Chapter Two: Colin 


A few hours earlier 

Boss O'Brian sat sipping whiskey from a cut crystal glass 
behind his huge, red mahogany desk. Although he had 
become one of the most powerful men in the city in the last 
few months, not much had changed for him. He had always 
rubbed elbows with power, and he knew how to flaunt it. 
Expensive furniture and ornate gilding filled the room, plus 
pictures of him shaking hands with mayors, governors, 
police chiefs, and senators. It was mostly for show, he had 
explained to me once. If you looked like you have strength 
and wealth then people believed that you did. 

And it was more important for people to believe than for it to 
be true. Fortunately for O'Brian, he had the best of both 
worlds. 

"When was the last time you saw her?" he asked me. 

"Same as you, the day she left for school." 

He grunted and nodded. I looked down at my shoes and 
frowned, not sure what I felt or if I even cared about that. 

She had been gone for years, and I'd barely heard anything 
about her during that time. Suddenly, though, out of the 
blue, she called Davin and asked if he could talk to the boss, 
get him to agree to let her come back home. A few hours 
later, and she was on a train, racing back into my life. 




Fuck my father and his business. I don't care who you were. 
I kept hearing those words, over and over. One of the last 
things she'd said to me before she left. 

“Well, she'll be back soon." 

I looked up and for a second, I didn't see the head boss of 
the Irish Mob. Instead, I saw an awkward father waiting for a 
reunion with his estranged daughter. 

"Yeah, she will be. Are you sure this is a good idea?" 

He glared at me. "You think sheltering my own daughter is a 
bad idea?" 

I shook my head. "No, sir. I mean, not just killing the guy." 

"You know we can't do that. I'm not in the position to start a 
war with the Italians right now." 

I nodded, frustrated. If I had my way, I'd be on the next bus 
to New York with an unregistered gun in my holster. But the 
boss said no, and his word was final. Still, I wanted nothing 
more than to kill that Fabrizio asshole and be done with it. 

"What can I help with, then?" I asked. 

"I got a job for you." 

I nodded. Ever since O'Brian named me as his second in 
command over Davin, the jobs were coming faster and 
harder. 

Second in command of the Irish Mob at twenty-six was an 
unheard-of achievement. People whispered, talked shit in 
the shadows, but O'Brian knew what he was doing. The 
worst part of it was that his old second in command, Davin 



O'Malley, was beyond pissed. He had gotten promoted to the 
business manager, effectively making him number three, 
but he was still more than a little salty at getting passed 
over for some no-name kid with no leadership experience. 

Or at least that was the pathetic sort of shit he talked. 

But fuck Davin and fuck everyone else who didn't like it. 
They didn't know what I had gone through to get where I 
was, or what I was capable of. I was out working in the field, 
getting my hands dirty, while they sat around in their strip 
clubs and their offices playing card games and smoking 
cigars. And getting nice and soft. 

But not me. That wasn't my style. You had to stay hard if you 
wanted to make it in the Mob, and I was well on my way. 

"I'm worried about her, boy. She's been away for a long time 
and might forget how things work around here." 

I nodded. "That's true. But she's still your daughter." 

O'Brian laughed. "Yeah, and that's the problem. I need 
someone that I trust to protect her." 

I blinked. "What are you asking me, sir?" 

"I want you to move into my house and watch over her." 

"What, like her babysitter?" 

"No, like her bodyguard. Consider it protection duty. You'll 
still do all your usual shit, but you'll be staying in the house 
with her." 

The feeling of her skin against my hands came rushing back 
to me. I had to admit, the idea of staying in that house again 
with Brenna threatened to give me a hard-on then and 



there. She was the first woman that I really wanted, and the 
first one I had turned down. I had spent many, many nights 
regretting that choice since then, and many, many lonely 
days imagining what it would have been like to slip my hard 
cock into the Princess's wet little pussy. 

I shook my head. Imagining fucking Brenna in front of her 
father wasn't the best idea. 

“Okay, I'll do what I can." 

“Keep her out of trouble. She always listened to you." 

I smirked. “Yeah, as much as she listened to anyone." 

“You'll be fine. How'd things go today?" 

We fell into shoptalk, but my heart wasn't into it. Frankly, 
my heart wasn't into anything but cleaning myself off. 
Brenna was due in a few hours, and I smelled like sweat and 
grime from beating pavement all afternoon running errands 
between the bosses. You'd think that getting a big 
promotion would mean I was exempt from bitch work, but 
that was far from true. 

Finally, O'Brian stood up. 

“Well, son, you've got a long day ahead of you." 

I stood up and laughed. "Why, because Bren'II be home 
soon?" 

“Exactly." 

I laughed again at his bad dad joke and shrugged. “I can 
handle her, sir." 

“I'm sure you can." 



We shook hands and he walked me to the door of his office. I 
felt nervous though I had no real reason to be. 

“One more thing," he said. 

"What do you need?" 

"About that little issue we discussed last week." 

I blinked at him and frowned. It wasn't just some tiny little 
issue; it was actually an incredibly huge deal. 

"What about it, sir?" 

"Have you thought some more about it?" 

"I have, but—" 

"Good. I had my lawyers draw up some paperwork." 

"I'll take a look at it." 

He grabbed my shoulder. "You're doing the right thing, you 
know. This is going to help you in the long run. And I'd be 
proud to call you my son." 

"It's a big step," was all I could think of to say. 

He laughed loudly. "That's an understatement, boy. Well, get 
out of here, the lawyers will bring the paperwork around 
sometime this week." 

I nodded. "Thank you, sir. I mean, for everything." 

He nodded. "Of course. I'll see you and Brenna later." 

I nodded, turned away, and pushed open the door. My mind 
was practically reeling again with the full-on assault of 



information I had just withstood. 


In an organization like the Irish Mob, family still meant 
something. There was a long tradition of bosses passing 
down their territory to their sons or, if they didn't have sons 
or their sons were idiots, adopting someone from outside the 
family and passing it down to him. There had been some 
disputes over the years, but for the most part it actually 
worked pretty well. Nobody questioned who would take over 
a certain area, and the children of Mob bosses could be 
groomed from a young age to take power seamlessly. 

I wasn't O'Brian's son, but he had taken me in when I 
needed it the most, and he had made sure I got the best 
training I possibly could. I had all my skills and knowledge 
because of him, and I owed him everything. 

And now he wants to fucking adopt me, I thought as I moved 
through the crowded pub, heading for the door. The 
adoptive son of boss O'Brian would paint a huge target on 
my chest. And it would also make Brenna my stepsister. 

Bren, my damn actual stepsister... 

I wasn't sure how I felt about it. On the one hand, being the 
Mob's rightful successor would change my life and give me 
power and opportunities I had never imagined. But then 
again, I had always been an orphan, and couldn't imagine 
having a family. Let alone a family with her as my stepsister, 
the girl I hadn't been able to get off my mind since that one 
day all those years ago. 

There were plenty of women since then, of all shapes and 
sizes. But she was the only one that had stuck in my brain. 

“Colin," I heard someone call out, snapping me out of my 
thoughts. 



I looked over. Davin was sitting at the bar, smiling his cruel 
smile at me. 


“Davin, how is it?" I called back. 

He motioned for me to come over. I clenched my jaw; he was 
the last guy I wanted to deal with. But I couldn't outright 
disrespect him, since he was the third most powerful man in 
the Mob, so I slipped through the crowd and stood at his 
side. 

“Seeing the Princess today?" he asked me. 

I grunted. That was the overly familiar and somewhat 
mocking nickname many of O'Brian's men had for Brenna: 
the Mob Princess. She'd practically grown up around them, 
and they all remembered her as the sweet little girl that 
doting Boss O'Brian loved to spoil. 

That wasn't exactly how I remembered her, though. 

“She's getting in soon," I replied. 

“Good. We have a little gathering planned for her tonight." 
“Easing the boss into it?" 

“That's the idea." 

I nodded. "I'll let her know." 

“You do that." 

There was a tense moment where neither of us spoke. There 
were a lot of things I wanted to do with Davin, but talking 
wasn't one of them. He had a thin, angular face, and sharp 
green eyes. Everyone said he was one of the smartest men 
in the Mob, and I didn't doubt it. He was more fox than man, 



with thinning auburn hair, and a penchant for well thought- 
out plans. He wasn't exactly the Rambo type, gunning down 
anyone who got in his way, but he was dangerous. Incredibly 
dangerous. 

"Anything else?" I said. 

"Nah, that's it." 

I turned and walked away, not bothering to reply. I was 
getting sick of Davin's passive aggressive games. We 
couldn't be outright feuding, or else O'Brian would have 
both of our balls, but Davin was particularly good at jabbing 
his fingers into my eyes whenever he found the opportunity. 
Metaphorically speaking, of course. If he ever tried to touch 
me, I would break his smug little face. Nothing would bring 
me more pleasure. 

I stepped out into the muggy Philly summer afternoon and 
took a deep breath. I was trying to figure out how I felt about 
seeing Brenna again after all this time. The last time I had 
seen her hadn't been under the best of circumstances. 

The smell of her sweat and her skin overwhelmed me as the 
sun beat down on us. 

"I'm from nothing, and your father..." 

"Fuck my father and his business. I don't care who you 
were ." 

I climbed into my car, willing myself to forget about that 
afternoon. I turned the engine, giving it a little gas, and 
pulled out into traffic. The streets were thin in the city, since 
it had been built so long ago, and I carefully wove my way 
through the slow-moving traffic. It didn't take me long to get 



from O'Brian's pub to his stately brownstone. I pulled up out 
front and put the car in park, looking up at the building. 

It had been years since I last stayed there. I moved out 
pretty soon after Bren left, more or less as soon as I started 
making some real money with the Right People of the Mob. 
But it was still my first home, and the first place I lived after I 
had left the orphanage. It was surprisingly large on the 
inside, mostly because it was actually two row homes; the 
two entrances gave the illusion of separate homes, but they 
were actually a single building on the inside. 

I climbed out and walked up the stoop, fighting back the 
memories and the nostalgia that threatened to overtake me. 

What's the worst that could happen? I thought to myself as I 
turned the front door's handle and pushed it open. 



Chapter Three: Brenna 

It had been almost five years since I had last seen my dad. 
Five years was a long, long time, and I had no clue what he 
was going to be like in person. We hadn't exactly left on 
good terms; truth be told, I regretted how I had acted with 
him, but I didn't think that I was wrong. 

He was a violent Mob asshole. Nobody could deny that fact. 

I looked at myself in the mirror and frowned at my long 
brown hair. I'd always been jealous of the ginger Irish girls, 
and felt a little resentful that I ended up with a darker 
complexion. Then again, it made it easier to try and put 
certain parts of my life behind me. 

I got up and pulled on a pair of tight dark jeans and a light 
blue tank top, not caring too much what I looked like, but 
not wanting to be a slob either. I had to admit, there were a 
few guys that I was looking forward to catching up with, 
even if they were all a bunch of scumbag criminals. Though 
that didn't necessarily mean that they were bad people. 

I grinned to myself. Maybe I didn't hate criminals as much as 
I thought I did. 

A sudden knock at my door made me look up with a start. 
“Who is it?" I called out. 


“It's me." 



I checked myself in the mirror real fast, though I wasn't sure 
why. Colin didn't care about what I looked like. He was just 
my private bodyguard, right? 

He stood leaning against the wall when I pulled open the 
door. 

"What's up?" I asked. 

He shrugged and walked toward me. "Guys are going to be 
here soon." 

"Yeah, I know that." 

"Just wanted to make sure you knew." He stopped right in 
front of me. 

"Are you checking up on me?" I could feel my temper rising. 

He shrugged. "Not really. I guess I was curious about what 
your room looked like." 

"Yeah, I'm sure." I stepped aside and made a dramatic 
gesture, letting him come further inside. "Take a good look, 
Mr. Bodyguard." 

He walked in with a grin, ignoring the sarcasm dripping from 
my words. He laughed as he looked around. 

"I haven't been in here in a long time." 

"Yeah, that's true." 

He leaned against the bed and crossed his arms, looking at 
me. 

"What?" I asked, and walked over to him. 



"Are you ready for this?" 

"I'm not sure what you mean." 

He shrugged and grinned. I wasn't in the mood for his crap, 
so I clenched my jaw and waited for him to explain. 

"It's been years, Bren. Are you sure you're ready to dive 
right back into the family?" 

I sighed. He was absolutely right, but I hated the implication 
hidden behind his words: I couldn't handle it. I was too 
weak, or whatever, to deal with Dad's people again. 

"Worried about me, Colin?" I spat. 

He looked surprised, then smiled. "I'm never worried about 
you." 

"You never seemed to care all that much, back then." 

He stood and shrugged, taking a step closer. "People 
change, I guess." 

"No, they don't. Not really. What are you doing here?" 

He stopped right in front of me, and I could feel the heat 
rolling from him. My anger faded almost as quickly as it rose, 
and I felt a little silly for having snapped at him. 

"If you want to play that game, why'd you invite me in?" 

His stare was intense and strong and I felt something spark 
inside of me. A soft shiver ran down my spine. 


"I don't know," I said, looking away. 



Before I could react, he grabbed my waist with one arm and 
pulled me against him. I was surprised, but his arms were 
strong and he moved so fast that I couldn't help but press 
my body against his firm muscles. I was shocked but I 
realized that I didn't want to struggle. I wanted him to pull 
me tightly against him, even if it was a horrible idea, even if 
he was acting like he owned the place. 

“Let go of me," I said softly. 

“You sure this isn't what you wanted?" he said, touching my 
face. 

Tingles of electricity ran through my skin and my body as I 
remembered that day, the feeling of him against me, the 
way my head was on fire for hours afterwards, practically 
buzzing. I had never felt something like that before nor 
since. 

I looked back at him defiantly. “I'm not sure what you're 
talking about." 

“I think we both know." 

And I could see it in his eyes, that same longing gaze he 
gave me way back then. 

“Cut it out, Colin." I pushed softly against his chest, but he 
was like a brick wall. 

“I don't think you want me to. I think you're practically 
begging for it. I think that if I wanted to, I'd find you eager 
enough." 

I glared at him sharply. He had never been so forward with 
me before, and although I was surprised, part of me liked it. 
But I couldn't let him get to me, not when so many things 



were still up in the air, and my heart was still swirling with 
unanswered questions. And, worst of all, my biggest mistake 
was still unspoken, my darkest secret. I twisted and pulled 
away from him and took a step back. 

“We're not doing this again," I said through my teeth, hating 
every word. 

“I'm not sure what you mean." 

“You know exactly what I mean. We're not going through all 
of this again." 

"That was practically a lifetime ago for both of us." 

I looked back at him, finding my resolve, and keeping my 
face calm. 

“You're right. So let's forget about it." 

He shrugged, looking unflappable, and it drove me insane. 

"Whatever you say, Princess. I was just playing with you." 

My eyes narrowed. "Don't call me that, asshole." 

I could practically hear the laughter in his response. "Okay, 
sure, Bren. I forgot you hated that nickname." 

“Yeah, I'm sure you forgot. Look, we need to set some rules if 
we're doing this." 

“Fine, what do you have in mind?" 

“First, my room is off limits. No more appearing out of 
nowhere." 



He shrugged and didn't answer, his face a mask of 
amusement. I decided to push forward, not letting him 
disagree. 

“Second, you're a guest here, so act like a guest. And last, I 
can do whatever I want. If you have to follow me around like 
a little puppy, then fine, whatever. But I am not staying in 
this house forever." 

“Is that it?" 

"Oh, and don't call me Princess." 

“Okay, I won't call you Princess. But as for those other rules 

n 


Suddenly, the front doorbell rang loudly, interrupting him. I 
could feel the redness in my cheeks as he stepped closer to 
me. 

“Better get that," I said, looking away. 

“It'll be the guys. Come downstairs soon." 

I nodded. "Fine, whatever." 

He looked like he wanted to say something else, and there 
was a short second there where I thought he was going to 
disagree, take me up in his arms again and run his full lips 
along my throat, but instead he shrugged again and turned 
around, shutting the door behind him as he left my room. 

I cursed softly to myself. What had he been thinking, 
grabbing me like that? And why did I always get so angry? 
There had always been something about Colin that drove me 
crazy in every single way, and apparently he still had that 
special something. It was frustrating and annoying and it 



drove me absolutely fucking wild, and I couldn't get enough 
of it. 


For a second, I had completely forgotten about my dad and 
Vince, and there was only Colin's perfect body and huge 
grin. And that was why he was so dangerous. 

I checked myself in the mirror, mentally steeled myself for 
what I was about to walk into, and opened my bedroom 
door, praying for the best. 


"Hey there, Princess!" Davin called out, sweeping me up into 
a tight hug. 

I grimaced, and I could see Colin's huge, amused smile in 
the background. Yeah, enjoy it now, asshole , I grumbled 
mentally. 

"Hey Davin," I said, returning the hug. 

He pulled away and looked at me. Five years had passed, 
and he hadn't changed all that much. His hair was thinning, 
and he had put on a tiny bit of weight, but the steely resolve 
and sharp intelligence were still plain as day on his face. 

Back when I was a kid, and still blissfully naive, Davin had 
been around the most. When my mom died of breast cancer, 
Davin had helped out around the house, at least until my 
dad had hired someone to take care of that stuff. Still, even 
when he didn't have to, Davin was constantly showing up, 
checking in on me, bringing me little gifts, and calling me 
the Little Princess. I only found out later that all the guys 
called me the Mob Princess, but obviously they didn't do 
that to my face. 




Sometimes, when I remembered those happy days, I felt like 
an idiot. It seemed so obvious later on, so clear as day. I felt 
foolish that it had taken me so long to figure it out, and only 
because one of Dad's idiot guys had gotten too drunk one 
night and let it slip. Once he'd said it, though, everything 
clicked into place. 

And I had lost it. I was furious with Dad, so beyond angry. I 
couldn't believe he had been lying to me for so long, letting 
me believe that all those men were his employees at the 
pub. Worst of all, I was mad at myself for believing it, and for 
still wishing that it had all been true. I’d wished I could go 
back in time, back when I was still just an innocent 
teenager, but that was all ruined. I had to grow up quick. 

But I was pissed about it. And I took it out on my dad, like a 
bratty child. I regretted that most of all. 

"You look great, kid." 

"You do too." 

He stepped away, smiling bashfully. "Ah, well, that isn't true, 
but thanks." 

I scanned the room. A bunch of guys were milling about, 
grabbing drinks from the refrigerator, setting up a card 
game back at the kitchen table, and generally screwing 
around. There was food out on the island, and I had to admit 
that I was impressed that Colin had set everything up so 
quickly. I recognized a few of the guys, but most of them 
were basically strangers. Interspersed throughout the Mob 
guys were a bunch of young, pretty girls. They must have 
brought their daughters, too, I thought. 


And was immediately repulsed as one particularly attractive 
blonde bent over and kissed one of the men. 



Wives, I corrected myself, and frowned. The girls were barely 
older than me, and they were all attractive. I mean, cliche 
attractive, all long legs and long thick hair and curves and 
tits and make-up and more. There weren't a lot of them, just 
enough to make me notice their presence, but they still felt 
strange. I wondered who they belonged to. Then again, I 
didn't care, and wasn't about to ask. 

I looked back at Davin. 

“So, uh, where's Dad?" I said. 

He shrugged. "Your old man should be here soon. How about 
a drink? You're of legal age now, yeah?" 

I laughed. "Yeah, I'm twenty-three." 

He whistled. "Twenty-three, God have mercy. I remember 
when you were ten, and you were this tall." He gestured with 
his hands and I laughed. 

"You were a lot thinner back then," I teased. 

He pretended to look hurt. "You wound me already, 

Princess." 

I winced. "Hey, maybe we don't need to use that nickname." 

He grinned. "Okay, whatever you say. Your wish is my 
command." 

I rolled my eyes. Davin had always been fake gallant around 
me, probably to play up the whole Princess thing. 

"Come on, let's have a glass of wine, toast to your mother 
and the old times." 



I smiled and nodded. It felt good to be around the old crowd 
again, especially since Davin knew my mother. I caught 
Colin lurking around the edge of the room, pretending like 
he wasn't watching me. He was welcome to join us, but I 
wasn't going to invite him over. 

Davin led me into the kitchen, pulled out a bottle of red, and 
then poured two glasses. He held his up for a toast. 

“May you live as long as you want and never want as long as 
you live." 

I grinned. "And to my mother." 

He nodded. "And your mother." 

We clinked glasses and drank. I noticed a few guys glancing 
in our direction, but I didn't care. Davin grinned at me. 

"Feels strange, giving you a drink after all this time." 

"Feels strange drinking in my own kitchen for the first time." 

He laughed. "Is it really your first time?" 

I nodded. "First time home since ... you know, since I left." 

He nodded and didn't acknowledge my awkward pause. 
"Well, you're back now, and we couldn't be happier." 

"Thanks, Davin." 

He gave me a conspiratorial look. "So you mean to tell me 
one of the boys never once snuck you a drink? 

I laughed. "Not once." 


He nodded sagely. "Your father has that power." 



Before I could reply, there was a sudden hush, and the 
sound of the front door closing. I felt something drop in the 
pit of my stomach. 

“Speak of the devil," Davin mumbled. 

I looked over as my father, Thom O'Brian, walked into the 
room. There was a subtle shift in the mood of the place; 
where it was a little relaxed and frivolous a minute ago, 
there was suddenly a strained formality to everyone. 

He looked older. That was expected, since it had been years, 
but I couldn't help but to take note of it. There was grey 
around his temples and he had more wrinkles than I 
remembered. He had also gained a few pounds, though he 
had never been a thin man to begin with. As his gaze turned 
to me, his entire face broke out in a smile. Nostalgia 
slammed through me; that was the dad I remembered, the 
smiling man who was always supportive and quick with a 
joke, not the violent mobster I had built up in my head. 

Still, though he looked older, he was without a doubt my 
dad. There was something about him, something magnetic, 
which probably explained why he always had people 
hanging around him. Thom O'Brian had “the gift of gab," as 
he liked to tell you, and was quick with a story and a joke 
when the situation demanded it. That was also part of his 
special talents: he was incredibly good at reading a room. I 
had never seen my dad get involved in an awkward situation 
without finding a quick way to diffuse it. People liked him, 
and he carried himself with the easy confidence and 
genuine self-assurance of someone that knew it. 

But I was frozen. Despite how easy I knew it would be, and 
although I knew I should go to him, or at least say hello, I 
couldn't do anything. The bad memories were still too thick, 



too real, even after so long. Seeing him again made 
everything fresh, the good and the bad, and those two 
things were inextricably linked together. 

He walked into the room and stood facing me, and the 
tension was thick. I was suddenly terrified that he was going 
to throw me out, that I'd have to find some other way of 
keeping myself safe from Vince. I wanted to reach out to 
him, to apologize for everything that I said, but my feet were 
frozen and my lips were heavy and nothing was coming out. 

And he wasn't speaking either. I could sense the men around 
us begin to shift in their seats as the seconds dragged on, 
painfully awkward and silent. I was the center of attention 
and hated it, hated that I was seeing my dad for the first 
time in years in front of his people, and wished I could get 
out of there. Part of me wanted to look around for Colin, 
hoping that maybe he could whisk me out of there, but I 
didn't. Instead, I looked back at my dad, and wondered 
about the years between us, and how much had changed. 

We were practically strangers, I realized. Sure, we spoke on 
the phone maybe once or twice a year, but that was it. The 
last time he saw me, I was going to leave for college. I was 
barely 18 . I couldn't even fathom how much I had changed 
since then, both physically and emotionally. 

“You look well," he said softly. 

"Thanks, Dad." 

Then his arms were wrapped around me and I had a stone in 
my throat the size of a baseball. I couldn't let myself cry, 
knew there were way too many people watching, but I 
wanted to anyway. He held me tightly for a second, and 
although nothing was the same and never would be, 
although so much had happened and so much had changed, 



for a second I felt like the same naive girl that had left home 
so long ago. He felt like my dad and I felt like his daughter. 

I didn't know how much I had missed that feeling. 

“It's been too long," he said. 

“I'm sorry." 

He pulled away and looked at me, still smiling. "Past is past. 
I'm just happy you're home." 

I nodded, not able to say anything back. He looked around 
the room. 

“Okay, assholes," he said to the crowd, breaking the tension. 
“My daughter is home now, so let's all drink and quit staring 
at her." 

A few men laughed and the place returned to normal, the 
soft buzz of conversation creating a background pattern. 

Dad looked back at me, a huge smile on his face. 

“You look so much like your mother," he said. 

“Really?" 

He nodded. "Spitting image." 

“You've gained weight." 

He laughed loudly. "Yes I have, and nobody around here has 
the balls to tell me it to my face." 

“Well, you won't have to worry about that anymore." 

Over my dad's shoulder, I noticed Colin leaning against the 
counter watching us with a soft smile. There was something 



strange in his expression that I couldn't place. He caught my 
eye and nodded to me, his smiling turning more genuine. I 
gave him a little nod back, but was quickly whisked away by 
Dad, apparently to be paraded around to the guys and 
introduced to everyone. 

The night was a haze, but I felt so much more relaxed than I 
had in a long time. I hadn't realized how much of a burden it 
had been to be in an unspoken feud with my father for so 
long, especially considering how close we once were. But 
suddenly I was back, and although things could never go 
back to normal, I could at least try and move forward. 

After all, the man was always going to be my dad, whether I 
wanted that or not. And in that moment, I had to admit that 
it felt good to be home. 

Even if I was surrounded by a bunch of scantily clad women 
and dangerous criminals. 



Chapter Four: Colin 

Davin, that piece of shit. 

I scanned the room, trying not to let my sour mood show too 
much. The beer in my hand was cold and I could feel the 
condensation drip down onto the floor. I rubbed the water 
into the tile with my foot, grinding my teeth. 

The girls were not supposed to be part of the party. It was 
meant to be just some core guys, a few people Bren would 
recognize to make her feel at home. Instead, Davin had 
decided to invite a bunch of goons Bren had never seen 
before, plus a few of the mob groupies that hung around 
O'Brian's pub. They were pretty much the opposite of 
welcoming, with their big tits and skanky outfits. 

Fortunately, Bren didn't seem to notice the girls, or at least 
she didn't seem to make a big deal about them, but it pissed 
me off anyway. 

It was a subtle dig at me and everyone knew it. There was no 
other explanation. If O'Brian got pissed about the girls being 
in his house, Davin knew that I'd be held responsible, since I 
was the one supposedly watching over his daughter. Worse, 
he knew there was no way I'd throw him under a bus for it, 
either. You just didn't rat on someone like that in the Mob, it 
just wasn't done, even if that person was being a two-faced 
snake. I had to admit, it was a pretty devious and clever 
play. Fortunately, when O'Brian showed up, he was in too 
good of a mood to give a shit about the girls, but he did give 
me at least one meaningful glance. I'd probably pay for it 
later on. 



But the thing that pissed me off the most was that I had 
fucked every single one of them. Davin must have picked 
them out for that reason, and the other guys all knew it. 

Back when things had first happened between Bren and me, 
Davin had noticed the tension between her and I. Which 
meant that he was well aware of our past, and he probably 
suspected that tension hadn't completely gone away. He 
was absolutely right about that. The mob sluts were a way of 
reminding me that he knew, and could tell O'Brian at any 
time. 

I shook my head. Davin was a dangerous piece of shit. I was 
going to have to do something about him sooner rather than 
later. 

As I took a drink, I noticed one of the girls, a blonde named 
Stacey, was staring at me from across the room. She smiled 
at me, this seductive little look, and I quickly glanced away, 
not interested in dealing with her shit. Of all the girls there, 
she was the one I had been with the most recently. I could 
still remember her full tits and thick blonde hair as she 
sucked me off just two weeks earlier. And now she's sitting 
in my boss's kitchen, giving me 'fuck me' eyes, I thought. I 
wasn't the type to give a girl more than a night or two, but 
she didn't realize that yet. I hoped she wasn't interested in 
more. 

But who was I kidding. They always wanted more. 

That was the last thing I needed. I looked back over at Bren 
and smiled softly. The reunion between her and O'Brian had 
gone really well, much better than I had expected, and they 
were busy catching up. There were plenty of cliche Irish 
toasts to health and happiness and alcohol and whatever 
else. Bren was smiling in a way I hadn't seen since she had 
come home, and she looked absolutely fucking perfect, like 



the girl I had kissed that night years ago. She made all of 
the other women look plain compared to her. I remembered 
the feeling of her full tits pressed up against my chest earlier 
when I pulled her against me, and how frustrated and 
annoyed she seemed. I wasn't sure what I had been 
thinking, but I suddenly needed to have her against me, and 
loved how hard she pretended that she didn't like it. And 
how fucking hard it made me to feel her warmth and body so 
close. It brought back a whole wealth of feelings, and I was 
having trouble not thinking about all of the dirty shit I 
wanted to do to her. 

As I scanned the room again, I realized that it was late, and 
the guys were starting to filter out. I wasn't drunk, but I 
could tell everyone else was. Bren was on her fourth or 
maybe fifth glass of wine and had a healthy red shade to her 
cheeks, and O'Brian was laughing a little too loudly. 

Fucking Brenna. I knew it was crazy to get involved with her, 
especially with the adoption looming over my head, but I 
couldn't stop myself around her. It was like I had no control 
over my dick. Or maybe my dick had all the control over me. 

"Hey Colin." I looked up, pulled out of my thoughts, and saw 
Stacey leaning against the counter next to me, smiling that 
seductive smile of hers. 

"What's going on?" I asked, distracted. 

"Nothing. Just wanted to see what you were up to." 

I shrugged and looked away from Bren. Stacey was giving 
me that look again, the one that practically screamed how 
badly she wanted to ride my thick cock. Two weeks ago, I 
would have taken her up into the shower and fucked her 
from behind until she yelled my name, but for some reason 



that had absolutely no appeal to me. The only person I 
wanted was Bren, as much as I hated to admit it to myself. 

“Drinking. It's getting late." 

She didn't take the hint. "Yeah, it is. Want to go 
somewhere?" 

“I have to stay here." 

She took a step closer to me and put on finger on my chest, 
her little smile playing along her lips. I could tell she was 
purposefully leaning forward to give me a good view of her 
full tits, and I didn't mind taking a little look. Still, I frowned, 
not at all interested. Even if her tits were pretty damn nice. 

"Are you sure?" 

"I said, no thanks." 

She pouted. "Come on, Colin, I was just thinking about two 
weeks ago." 

I gave her a look. "Don't make me say 'fuck off' again, 
Stacey." 

"Whatever, asshole." She turned and walked back to the 
table, hips swaying. 

I glanced back over at Bren and my heart nearly stopped. 
She was staring over at us with a weird look on her face. As 
we locked eyes, she turned away, said something to her dad, 
and disappeared upstairs. 

Fuck, I thought. She must have misread the situation and 
figured I was into whatever Stacey was desperately trying to 
sell me. 



After Bren disappeared upstairs, O'Brian looked around the 
room like he was seeing it for the first time. “Hey, assholes," 
he called out. The conversations died down. "Night's over 
now." Without another word he headed upstairs in the wake 
of his daughter. 

I grinned. Typical O'Brian. He went from affable and the life 
of the party one second, and gruff and short the next. He 
sure knew how to tell people to get the fuck out when he 
was sick of them. 

The room was still for half a beat, and then everyone stood 
up and began filing out the door. I looked over at Davin, who 
was busy smirking at me like he had won some fucking bet. I 
looked away and began cleaning the place up, tossing away 
empties and straightening the cabinets. 

"Good little party, eh, Colin?" Davin said, coming over and 
grinning. 

I looked at him. "The trick with the girls didn't work, 
asshole." 

"Oh, I'm not so sure about that." 

"You got a problem, you come to me. No more of these 
fucking games." 

Davin frowned and stepped closer. "Listen to me, boy. You 
should feel lucky I'm playing games with you. I've been in 
this business a lot longer than you have. If I wanted to ruin 
you, I fucking would." 

"You sure you want to be saying this to me?" 


The air was thick and tense with the promise of violence. 



"You may outrank me, boy, but I don't bow to you." There 
was something dangerous and slick in his eyes. 

I stood firm, face impassive. "Go home, Davin. I have to 
clean this shit up." 

He grinned and the tension broke. 

"Yeah, you sure do. Get to work, little maid." 

I tensed my fists as he turned and walked out the door. 
Nothing would have satisfied me more than breaking his 
teeth on my knuckles, but that would have been suicide. No 
matter how annoying Davin was, he still was a Right Person, 
and one of O'Brian's closest people. I couldn't settle my 
issues with him through violence. 

I'd have to come up with something else, and soon. 

Shaking my head, I turned back to the kitchen, and finished 
straightening the place up. I knew that I could have left it all 
there until the morning, and let O'Brian's staff take care of 
it, but I felt bad staying in his home and not carrying my 
weight. When it was decent enough, I grabbed another drink 
from the refrigerator, and paused. Bren's face as she turned 
and went upstairs came back to me. I grabbed a glass of 
wine, poured it full, and went upstairs. 

I had a pretty good idea of where she would be. I wasn't sure 
why, but I figured it would be good to have some time alone 
with her. I went up to the third floor and pushed out through 
a pair of glass double doors that opened out onto a fairly 
large roof deck. The railings were all wood, clean and 
painted white, with furniture scattered around the space. 
White Christmas lights were strung around the edges, but 
only the nearly full moon provided any visibility. 



Sitting in a chair off to one side, her feet kicked up on a little 
glass table, was Bren. She looked up at me as I walked over. 

"What do you want?" 

I held up the drinks. "Thought I'd join you." 

She didn't say anything as I sat down, but she did take the 
wine. I cracked open my drink and sipped it, looking out at 
the city. I had to admit, it was a spectacular view; off in the 
distance, I could see City Hall, and all the buildings in 
between. Even though I had seen it many times, it never got 
old. The summer night was cool and comfortable, and Bren 
was wearing short cotton shorts and a thin white cotton T- 
shirt. I had a feeling that she was going to be sitting out on 
the roof deck; when she was younger, she always sat out 
there at night when she had something on her mind. 

"I'm surprised you're not with that blonde girl," she said. 

I glanced over at her. "What do you mean?" 

She shrugged. "Nothing. She was just coming on to you 
pretty hard." 

"What do you care?" 

"I don't care. What were those girls doing here, anyway?" 

I sighed. "Just part of the party, I guess." 

She snorted. "Typical of my dad." 

I paused, not sure how to handle it. "They were Davin's 
doing, actually." 


"Well, whatever. I don't care who you talk to." 



I grinned at her. She sipped her drink, but I could see it plain 
as day on her face. She was annoyed and a little jealous, 
though I know she'd never admit it. I looked away, letting 
the silence take over, and found myself wondering about her 
ex-boyfriend, Vince Fabrizio. How the hell did Bren get 
involved with a guy like that? I wondered. I glanced over at 
her. 

“What?" she asked, catching my eye. 

“I was just thinking. How'd you end up with that guy, 
anyway?" 

She got quiet for a second, and I wasn't sure if I had pushed 
her too soon. 

“I don't need a lecture," she said. 

“No lecture. I'm just genuinely curious." 

She took another sip. “I don't really know, honestly. I met 
him in the city one night. He was a little pushy and kind of 
an asshole, but charming. He took me to a diner, bought me 
food, and didn't try anything. Or at least nothing too 
intense." She paused, lost in a memory. I could tell her eyes 
were far away. She looked back at me, focusing in on the 
present. “I guess we just fell into it after that." 

I nodded. "Did you know about his business?" 

“Not at first. After we got serious he told me some things, 
but it wasn't until later that he told me everything." 

"And how did you react?" 


She cocked her head at me. "What's with the interrogation?" 



“Sorry. It's just been awhile. And plus, I need to protect you 
from this guy." 

“No, you don't," she said, getting annoyed. 

I loved the way she looked when she was frustrated. I 
wanted to grab her hair, pull it gently toward me, and feel 
her skin against mine. She looked incredibly sexy in her 
nightclothes, and I could practically see her nipples through 
her thin shirt. 

I grinned at her. "Come on, you don't want me around to 
keep you safe? Your own personal knight in shining armor?" 

“Yeah, right. Don't knights have a code of honor or 
something?" 

"Hey, I have a code. I may be a criminal, but I have a code." 
"I'm sure. 'Fuck bitches, get money,' isn't a code of honor." 

I smirked. "It is in some circles." 

She laughed. "What about you, then? That girl seemed 
pretty familiar with you." 

I shrugged, not ashamed of my past. I'd been with my fair 
share of women over the years. 'Fuck bitches, get money,' 
really wasn't my code, but it was pretty close. At least, it had 
been for a very long time. 

"I'm not exactly chaste, if that's what you're asking." 

She laughed again. "I'm not surprised." 

"Yeah, why not?" 


"I mean, look at you." 



I grinned at her and raised an eyebrow, and she quickly 
blushed, covering her embarrassment with a sip of her drink. 
There was her sexy look again. It was getting harder and 
harder not to pull her by the hips into my lap. 

"I have changed a little bit since you last saw me." 

"Yeah, you're not such a scrawny weirdo." 

I laughed. "I was never scrawny." 

"No, maybe not, but you were a weirdo." 

"You didn't seem to mind." 

She smiled, but looked away, and there was another short 
silence. I wanted to reach over and gently pull her face back 
toward me, kiss her lips like I did that night years ago, taste 
her perfect skin and mouth and tongue, but didn't. I 
couldn't, not while the adoption was still looming over me. 
How could I have anything with her if she was legally my 
sister? I mean, it wasn't like we were raised in the same 
house, at least for the vast majority of our lives, and I wasn't 
blood related to her. But still, O'Brian would be devastated. I 
couldn't imagine how he would react. 

"Anyway, it's getting late," she said. 

"Yeah, I guess so." 

"Thanks. For tonight, I mean." 

I shrugged. "Not my doing. But I'm glad you got along with 
your dad." 


"Yeah, me too." 



He's adopting me; you're going to be my sister, I wanted to 
say. 

“See you in the morning, I guess." 

“Bright and early." Me and you, brother and sister 

“Night." She stood, finished off her drink, and then walked 
back toward the doors. 

I gripped my chair, wanting to call her back, wanting to tell 
her, but couldn't. Things were decent between us, or at least 
not totally strained and frustrating. I didn't want to break 
that. There would be plenty of time to tell her tomorrow. 
Besides, how could I ask her to turn around, when I got such 
an outstanding view of her perfect ass? She opened the 
doors and went inside, closing them softly behind her. 

I cursed and drank my beer, looking out over the city. What 
a fucked situation. I was going to become her brother in only 
a few weeks, and all I could think about was sliding her soft 
skin down along my cock. I wanted to bite her lip and make 
her shiver. 


Tomorrow. I'd tell her tomorrow. 



Chapter Five: Brenna 

My mouth felt sticky as I climbed out of bed. Bits and pieces 
of the night before came back to me, especially my 
conversation with Colin. Despite the hangover, I felt pretty 
good for the first time in a while. I was in a safe place, far 
away from Vince, and I had more or less made up with my 
dad. 

Although, there is still some tension with Colin, I reflected, 
making the understatement of the century. 

I got out of bed, threw on a hoody and some slippers, and 
walked into the bathroom. I looked like a mess; I did a quick 
comb of my hair, mostly just to tame it, and brushed my 
teeth. As I walked back out into the hallway, I could smell 
fresh coffee coming up the back kitchen staircase. 

It wasn't exactly early, so I doubted it was my dad. Plus, 
from what I remembered, he didn't really hang around the 
house very much. I walked down the cramped stairs and 
poked my head out into the kitchen. Sitting down at the 
island was Colin, sipping some coffee and looking at a 
newspaper. 

I smirked. "Good morning." 

He looked up. "Morning, beautiful." 

"No, don't even start already." 



He shrugged and put the paper down. "Coffee is on and I 
made breakfast." 

"You made breakfast? I didn't think you cooked." 

"I don't. I bought it from the deli on the corner, which is as 
good as making it." 

I laughed. "That's not cooking, that's buying." 

He gave an exaggerated shrug as I poured myself a cup of 
coffee. There was a little pile of bagels plus some cream 
cheese. I grabbed one, nibbling at a corner. 

"What's on the schedule, Princess?" 

I ignored the nickname. "I'm not sure. Are you following me 
around all day?" 

He shook his head. "Nope, I have my own shit to take care of. 
Just making conversation." 

I sat down across from him. "What do you do, anyway? 
Besides breaking knees and cracking skulls." 

He sipped his coffee, a weird smile on his perfect face. 
"Basically just that." 

I imagined him bringing a baseball bat down on some poor 
guy's legs. Even though he looked amazing in my mind's 
eye, all sweaty and intense, it made me shiver. 

"I don't want to know the details, do I?" 

"It's probably a lot more boring than you think." 


"Yeah? You go into an office every morning too, I bet." 



“Fuck no, no office." He grinned. "Not that boring." 

“Well, whatever. So long as you're not in my hair all day." 

“Don't pretend like you're not going to be bored out of your 
mind without me." 

“Please. The day I'm bored because you're not around is the 
day I'll eat my own shoe." 

He looked down. "What size do you wear?" 

I rolled my eyes and he laughed. I took a sip of coffee and 
felt a little bit better. The hangover was still nipping at the 
edges of my brain but between the caffeine and the brushed 
teeth I was beginning to feel a little more human. 

“Since when do you read the newspaper, anyway?" I asked 
him. 

“Got to stay current in our line of work." 

“Oh yeah? Seeing which friends got arrested in the crime 
blotter?" 

He laughed. "Yeah, actually. Sometimes." 

I grinned. "Anybody today?" 

“Let's see." He turned a few pages, then cleared his throat. 
"Ah, here's Mickey the Nose, pinched for stealing candy from 
babies." 

I laughed. "Mickey the Nose?" 

"Thought it sounded suitably 1930s gangster-like." 

“Oh yeah, that's perfect." 



He put the paper down and grinned. "See, you're already 
warming up to me." 

I looked away and realized he was right. I loved staring at 
his perfect jaw as he spoke, and couldn't help but get 
fixated on his full lips. Plus, I hadn't laughed much in a 
while, ever since Vince took over my life. 

"Maybe you're not as repulsive as I thought." 

"See, Princess? Progress. Soon you'll be knocking on my 
door, begging for me to finish what I started the other 
night." 

I rolled my eyes. And there he was, back to his usual self. 
"That's doubtful." 

"You don't think I noticed your heavy breathing when I 
grabbed you up there?" 

"I think that was from revulsion." 

"I don't think so. I've seen the look you gave me plenty of 
times before." 

"Annoyance? Hatred?" 

"Pure desire, Princess." 

I threw my bagel at him and he laughed. "And stop calling 
me Princess," I said. 

He stood up and shrugged his shoulders, still grinning his 
perfectly infuriating and incredibly charming smile. 

"Sorry, can't help myself sometimes." 

"Heading out?" 



"Yeah, I am. Call me if you need anything." 


"What's your number?" 

"It's in your phone." 

I raised an eyebrow. "Did you take my phone?" 

He laughed. "No, you'll have a missed call. That's me." 

I relaxed. Taking my phone, scrolling through my texts, that 
was the sort of thing Vince used to do. He said that if I had 
nothing to hide, if he could really trust me, then I should be 
completely open and honest with him. But of course, 
because of his work, I couldn't ever look at his phone. That 
was just one of the many ways he guilted me into letting 
him control everything. 

"Yeah, okay. Sounds good." 

He gave me a funny look. "Everything okay?" 

I nodded. "Have a good day cracking skulls." 

He laughed. "Have a good day being bored as hell without 
me." 

Before I could think of a good retort, he walked out of the 
kitchen. I heard the front door open then shut, and I was 
alone in the house for the first time since I had come home. 

I looked around. The place had been my home for most of 
my life, but it felt foreign and empty and strange. When I 
was young, it was almost never quiet. But suddenly, it felt 
oppressive, like I didn't belong there or something. 

With a sigh I got up, taking my coffee with me, and decided 
to try and be a productive human being. 



I leaned back in my chair, enjoying the morning sun drying 
my hair. After another cup of coffee, and a long, hot shower, 

I felt back to my normal self. I looked down at my phone, and 
frowned at the missed call. Not trying to read too much into 
it, I added Colin into my contacts, and then kept scrolling 
down until I stopped at a familiar name. I smiled to myself as 
I tapped it and the phone started to ring. 

"Hello?" 

"Nick? It's Bren, how are you?" 

"Oh shit, hey! It's been forever." 

I laughed. Nick and I had been friends back in high school 
and had kept in touch through the years. He had visited 
once or twice, but we had drifted apart in the last few 
months, mostly because Vince hadn't wanted me to be 
friends with too many guys. Nick was gay, but that didn't 
seem to matter to Vince. Actually, if anything, it was 
probably worse. Nick lived in Philly and was a "working 
artist," which meant that he was a barista at Starbucks and 
tried to sell his paintings on the sidewalk. 

"I know, way too long." 

"What are you up to?" 

"Well, I'm actually in Philly." 

There was a pause. "No shit? You haven't been back here in 
forever." 

"I know, it's insane. Anyway, I wanted to see if you wanted 
to get lunch." 




"I absolutely do." 


I smiled to myself as we set a time and place, and I hung up. 
It was really good getting back in touch with Nick; he had 
been one of the few people that I really trusted back when 
all the shit first happened. I couldn't tell him all the details, 
but he probably figured it all out on his own anyway. As far 
as I knew, though, he thought that my dad and I had fought 
about me going away to school, and that was what had 
caused our falling out. He had tried to get me to come back 
home a bunch of times over the years, but I always made 
excuses. 

And then suddenly, I was home. It wasn't exactly planned, 
but it happened. I had grown up in Philly; I knew its streets 
better than anywhere, even New York. But for some reason, 
it all felt so strange to me. As I looked out across the skyline 
at the tall buildings glinting in the sunlight, I had the 
strange sensation that I didn't belong there. I wanted it to 
feel like home again, but I knew it would take time. And it 
was strange, trying to find my place in the city that was 
supposed to be my home, especially with Colin around all 
the time. 

I shook my head, refusing to let my mind wander over him. 
My phone vibrated in my hand, giving me an excuse to 
ignore the strange desire that flooded through me every 
time Colin appeared in my mind. 

I looked at the screen and my heart almost stopped. 

Vince: Philly is such a piece of shit city It smells awful. 

I stared at the message for what felt like an hour. He's in the 
fucking city, I kept thinking over and over. He had actually 
followed me. I never thought in a million years that he would 
follow me. Sure, there were threats, but this text was 



different. I stood up and had the absurd desire to throw my 
phone off the roof, but decided to close the text instead. 


What was I supposed to do? My first instinct was to call Colin 
and tell him about the message, but I stopped myself. Was I 
going to go running to Colin every time there was a 
problem? I couldn't let myself get involved with that. I sat 
back down, heart thumping, confused and angry and upset. 
Vince knew the kind of people that I came from. He knew 
that it meant following me back to my dad's city. 

He must have been insane. 

And he was insane. The blonde sucking his cock, the sting of 
his palm, it all came rushing back all over again. I clenched 
my fists as fear filled me. The piece of shit was an abusive 
asshole, and I had let him rule my life long enough. 

Philadelphia was a big place. There was no way he knew 
where I lived, let alone would randomly find me out on the 
street somewhere. I wasn't going to cancel on Nick just 
because my psycho ex sent me some crazy text. 

I went back inside and resolved myself to getting dressed. 
Going out with Nick, although a tiny act, was going to prove 
that I had control of my own life. 

Even if it didn't feel like I did. 


“So, what are you doing home?" Nick said as we opened our 
menus. 

It was one o'clock in the afternoon, and Sabrina's was 
packed. It was one of my favorite places to eat, though, and 
just had to go there for my first meal back in the city. It was 




absolutely adorable, with a classic diner counter running 
down the right side, and home-style booths set up all over 
the place. 

“I got sick of New York, I guess." 

"Well shit, I'm happy to hear that. New York is the worst." 

Nick made a face. He was handsome, my age, and skinny. 

His hair was long and pulled back into a ponytail and he was 
wearing a fashionable cardigan over a thin T-shirt and cut¬ 
off jeans. His Converse shoes were old and dirt-spotted, but 
were probably dirty on purpose. Nick had an energy about 
him that I had always liked, and it made me want to have 
fun when we spent time together. 

"New York is okay, I guess." 

He made a face. "Whatever. You were brain washed up 
there." 

I laughed. If only he knew. 

"Anyway, where are you staying?" he asked. 

"At my dad's place." 

"That old mansion? I thought you two didn't talk?" 

"We talked, but we hadn't seen each other since I left. We 
spent time together for the first time in a while last night, 
actually." 

"Whoa, what happened?" 


I shrugged. "It was pretty good. He had a little welcome 
home party. I guess things are okay between us now." 



He nodded. "I'm glad to hear that. I never really understood 
what happened." 

I shrugged. "Teenage drama, mostly." 

"Well, here's to being home." 

We clinked water glasses and I laughed. 

"So, is that other guy still living with you? What's-his- 
name?" 

"What are you talking about?" 

"Oh, Colin. Yeah, he lived with you, right?" 

I laughed. "I can't believe you remember him." 

"I don't forget a guy like him." 

"What's that mean?" 

He gave me a look like I was an idiot. "I guess he moved out 
by now." 

"Actually, he's living there right now." 

His whole face lit up like I had offered him a million dollars. 
"Really? Is he home right now?" 

"No, and he's straight, so relax." 

"Straight or not, I would love to see him again. He's hot as 
hell." 

"Okay, that's enough. He's supposed to be like my adopted 
brother or something, remember?" 



“I remember, but I also remember you didn't think of him as 
a sibling at all." 

I cringed. I had forgotten that I told Nick about what had 
happened between us. 

"That was a long time ago." 

"Not that\or\g ago. What's he look like now?" 

"The same, I guess." 

He laughed. "That means he's even hotter." 

I was definitely not going to admit it to Nick, but he was 
absolutely right. The feeling of my body crushed up against 
Colin's sculpted chest, all the dirty and flirtatious things he 
kept saying to me, it all came back in a rush and I had to sip 
my drink. Nick didn't seem to notice how flustered I was 
because the waitress came over and took our orders. 

"So, what's it like sharing a house with your hunky step?" 
Nick asked as the waitress walked away to put our orders in. 

"He's not my step, and he's not hunky." 

"Oh, come on. Can we cut the act?" 

I laughed and shook my head. "Never going to happen." 

"Fine. Still, it must be a little weird after...." He trailed off, 
giving me a look. 

"We're not talking about that." 

"You and him?" 


I laughed. "Everyone, anyone. That was a long time ago." 



"You're going to tell me that this sexy as hell guy that lives 
in your house is no big deal? This guy you have an 
unfinished past with?" 

"It's not like that." 

He grinned and leaned forward. "Come on, Bren. It's me. We 
both know it's exactly like that." 

For half a second I wanted to tell him everything. I wanted to 
tell him how I had practically drooled all over Colin's post¬ 
shower body wrapped in a towel, and how he had pulled me 
against him in my bedroom. 

But for whatever reason, I decided to keep that to myself. 

"Nope, not at all." I sat back and crossed my arms. 

He sighed, mirroring my pose. "Fine, whatever. Be like that if 
you want." 

"I will." I smirked at him. 

He laughed and shook his head as the waitress came back 
with a plate of nachos we decided to share. I grabbed a 
huge, multi-chip portion and took a big bite. Nick laughed at 
me as he deftly swallowed three chips whole. 

"Anyway, hey, speaking of guys, whatever happened to that 
dude you were dating the last time we talked?" he asked 
suddenly. 

I blinked. I had totally forgotten that I told him about Vince. 
That must have been pretty early on in the relationship, 
before Vince had turned full-on psycho asshole and I wasn't 
allowed to talk to Nick, or really anyone for that matter. I 
tried to think back to what Nick knew about Vince, but 



genuinely couldn't remember. I decided to keep some things 
to myself, even though I was beginning to feel a little guilty 
over withholding so much information from him. 

"We're over." 

"Oh yeah? That sucks, you were pretty into him the last time 
we talked." 

"Yeah, well, he turned out to be an asshole." 

He gave me a look. "Shit, don't they all." 

I laughed and we dove back into the nachos. Mention of 
Vince, though, put me back on edge, and I found myself 
glancing over my shoulder toward the entrance as if he was 
going to sneak up from behind me and steal me away right 
then and there. Vince was crazy and dangerous, but he 
wasn't that crazy. 

Nick launched into a story about his most recent conquest, 
some college boy at the University of Pennsylvania, and how 
he was so close to landing an actual gallery spot for his 
paintings. I found myself only half paying attention, and 
almost jumped out of my seat when the waitress interrupted 
to remove the demolished nachos and to place our actual 
meals in front of us. Nick resumed his story, oblivious to my 
small freakout moment, and I forced myself to smile and ask 
questions. 

But no matter how distracted I tried to make myself, Vince 
kept bleeding in around the edges. 



Chapter Six: Colin 

I was sweating a little bit as I pushed open the cheap metal 
door and walked into the deli. Air conditioning blasted me in 
the face, and so did the smell of meat and more. Two guys in 
white stood behind the counter, slicing and packaging, but I 
wasn't there for food. I walked directly toward the back door 
where a big guy in a tracksuit sat on a stool. He looked up at 
me as I approached. He was your typical mob muscle, 
probably pretty low down on the totem pole. Definitely not a 
Made Man, at least. 

“I'm here to see Jimmy." 

The guy's expression didn't change. “Who the fuck are 
you?" 

“Colin Blake. He's expecting me." 

The goon knew exactly who I was, but we had to play our 
parts. Sometimes it was exhausting trying to keep up with 
all the bullshit. 

He stood up slowly, frowning. "Got to check you." 

I nodded, knowing the drill. I spread my legs and arms and 
let him pat me down. His clumsy, ham-like hands found the 
small piece I always carried when I was out running errands 
tucked into my waistband. I wasn't exactly trying to hide it 
from him, but he gave me his triumphant look anyway, like 
he'd pulled one over on me. 



He pulled it out and held it up. I shrugged and gave him an 
innocent smile. “I forgot about that one." 

He didn't laugh, just jerked his head at the door and held 
onto my gun. I grinned at him and pushed through. 
Humorless goons, I thought to myself. 

Inside, the room was dark and smoky. Sitting around a poker 
table playing cards were six men, four of whom I recognized, 
plus a few women sitting on stools around the perimeter, 
chatting and watching TV. I looked at the girls for a second, 
and was suddenly reminded of Brenna. Where those women 
were all rail thin with huge tits and big hair, Bren was curvy 
and pouty and fucking sexy beyond belief. That was the 
problem with mob girls; they were all over-the-top and fake. 
But Brenna was natural, normal, and something about that 
drove me insane. It was her curves and the way she carried 
herself, like I couldn't resist it. 

As I moved further into the room, one of the guys caught my 
eye. 

"Well look who it is," he said. 

"How are you, Jimmy?" 

"Fine, I'm fine. The fuck you doin' here?" 

"I thought we could have a little conversation." 

I look at Jimmy and smiled. The men were all wearing dress 
shirts and suit pants, and Jimmy was the best dressed of the 
group. He was a few years older than me, though still young 
to be a boss. His hair was cropped short and he was starting 
to go a little soft in the middle, but he was still athletic and 
strong. 



There was a strange, tense moment as all the guys stared at 
me, but I looked back without flinching. I knew it was just a 
scare tactic, trying to set me off-balance before we began to 
speak in earnest, so I didn't let it get to me. I would never in 
a million years enter one of the Italian Mob's places without 
announcing myself first. It wasn't like our two organizations 
were at war or anything, but we were competitors in most 
deals, and it was best to keep a level head and to play by 
the rules when dealing with them. Jimmy knew that I was 
coming and absolutely expected me, but it was part of the 
game that we played. 

Finally, Jimmy laughed and stood up. "Come with me." 

The other guys grinned at me then went back to playing 
cards. I noticed more than one of the girls staring, and I went 
to lengths not to stare back. Normally, I would have taken a 
pass at one of them, if only to try and piss off Jimmy, but 
suddenly I wasn't interested at all. Not since Brenna had 
come back, at least. 

Jimmy led me into a little back room and sat down behind 
his desk. He was a mid-level boss, nothing special or 
important, but we had a good relationship. I had helped him 
out with some legal troubles a while back, and he hadn't 
forgotten that. Ever since then, we would trade information 
and exchange favors when possible. Although I could have 
gone higher up in his organization because of my promotion, 
I trusted Jimmy. At least, I trusted him as much as was 
possible in our line of work. 

"So, what's going on?" 

"Not much, the same old shit." 


He laughed. "Same old shit? I heard you got a big 
promotion." 



I shrugged. “I guess so." 

"And here you are, still coming to see the lowly likes of me." 

"I have to be out among the common people every once in a 
while." 

He laughed and reached into his desk to pull out a bottle of 
whiskey and two glasses. He poured generously and nudged 
mine toward me. I took it. 

"To our continued friendship, and to your success," he said. 
"Salute," I replied. 

"Salute." We clinked glasses and drank. 

That was the traditional opening. Now, down to business, I 
thought. 

"Okay, what can I do for you?" Jimmy leaned back in his 
chair. 

"I'm looking for some information." 

"What sort of information?" 

"Do you know a guy named Vince Fabrizio?" 

He paused and cocked an eyebrow. "He's one of ours, from 
New York." 

"Yeah, he is." 

"He's the son of one of the biggest bosses up there. What do 
you want with him?" 

"You know Boss O'Brian has a daughter." 



He nodded. "What's her name? Breanne?" 


"Brenna." 

"That's right, Brenna. Pretty name." 

"She lived in New York for a while. Got involved with the 
wrong people." 

Jimmy sighed. "Always a dangerous thing." 

"She dated Fabrizio. Got pretty close, apparently." 

He frowned, but didn't say anything. 

"Jimmy, he's been making some threats. Even smacked her 
around a little bit. She's back home now, but she's scared." 

He held up his hands. "This is a bad situation." 

"Boss O'Brian is understandably pissed off. We can't be 
having this sort of thing." 

"Of course. That sort of thing, it's unacceptable." 

"We both know it gets overlooked all the time. That shit 
happens sometimes and sometimes we turn a blind eye on it 
because of our rules. But this, it's different." 

"Of course, of course. Boss's daughter can't be treated that 
way." 

"What can you tell me about him?" 

Jimmy sipped his drink, frowning. "First, what do you intend 
to do?" 



"Right now, nothing. O'Brian isn't stupid, he doesn't want to 
start a war. We all know that we can't touch a Made Man 
without repercussions." 

He nodded. "But?" 

"But, I want to keep him away from Brenna." 

He leaned back and sighed. "You're putting me in a tough 
spot, Colin." 

"I know. Just give me what you can, and forget I showed up. 
I'll owe you." 

"Favors from you hold a lot more weight, now." 

I nodded, keeping my face impassive. 

Jimmy looked pensive fora second, and then spoke. "He's in 
the city." 

That was a surprise. "Really?" 

He nodded. "Came in last night. Showed up at the big boss's 
place going off about how the Irish took his girl, fucked him 
over. Said he owned her." 

I narrowed my eyes. "What do you mean, he owned her?" 

"This is pretty awkward, Colin. You really don't know?" 

"What the fuck are you talking about?" 

"Ah, shit." He took another drink and sighed again. "He 
claims they got married." 

That hit me like a ton of bricks. I gaped at him, at a complete 
loss for words. I couldn't imagine that Brenna would marry 



an asshole like him in a million years. But if she had, if she 
really had married a made Italian Mob guy, then that would 
be a serious issue. He would have genuine claim over her. 

But I'll never let them have her. The thought came to me, 
completely unbidden, and I knew it was true. 

"Is he bullshitting or what?" I asked. 

He shook his head. "Not sure yet. Boss sent a guy up to New 
York to find out what he can. I haven't heard anything since 
then." 

I leaned back in my chair and sipped my drink. "So Fabrizio 
is in Philly, he's pissed, and apparently they're married." 

Jimmy nodded. "That's the situation we find ourselves in." 

"Anything else you can tell me?" 

"One thing: he was ordered to go back home, but he 
refused. We don't know where he is." 

"Are you fucking kidding me?" 

"Sorry, Colin. We lost the bastard. Apparently he's pretty 
slippery." 

That pissed me off even more. Not only were they not telling 
us right away that the guy was in town, but they had lost 
him, too. He could be anywhere. 

"Does he know where O'Brian lives?" 

"No, or at least I doubt it." 


"We better hope he doesn't show up there, Jimmy." 



"Yeah, trust me. It's the last thing we want. We'd rather work 
this out peacefully." 

"O'Brian is going to be angry." 

"Yeah, well, so are my people." 

"Shit, this is a mess." 

"You're not kidding." 

There was a short pause as the huge amount of information I 
had just been given swirled around my brain. 

"I'm sorry I can't be of more help." 

I nodded. "Thanks, Jimmy. You told me more than enough. I 
owe you a big one, then." 

"Yeah, you do. Hopefully I'll get to call that in, you know." 

I knew exactly what he meant. Hopefully our two 
organizations wouldn't be at war over this. Hopefully we 
wouldn't have to try and kill each other. 

I stood up. "Thanks for your help." 

He stood and we shook hands. "You want something? Some 
meat or something? Maybe one of the girls?" 

I laughed. "You can just give the girls away now?" 

He shrugged. "They seem to like you, so who knows." 

"No thanks, I'm good." 

He walked around the desk and opened the door, and I 
walked back out into the main room. Nobody bothered to 



look up at us. 


“You send my best to O'Brian, yeah?" 

“Sure, Jimmy. Same goes to your boss." 

We shook hands again and I walked back out through the 
main door. The goon was still sitting on his stool, and didn't 
look up at me. I stood in front of him and cleared my throat, 
cocking one brow. Without glancing up from his newspaper, 
he held my piece out. I took it, tucked it back into my pants, 
and then walked back out into the street. 

My mind worked overtime as I walked down the block toward 
my car. The Italians obviously didn't want a war if Jimmy was 
willing to tell me all of that. They probably knew I'd show up 
there sooner or later. Ordering Fabrizio home was a good 
move on their part, but losing track of him was a total 
fucking nightmare. 

And worst of all was his claim that they had gotten married. 
Why wouldn't Brenna tell me about that? As far as the 
Italians were concerned, when you married a woman she 
was yours for life, no matter what happened. You didn't just 
marry a Mob guy on a whim, because it could be a prison 
sentence if you weren't ready for it. 

What the fuck was Brenna thinking? 

I climbed into my car and gripped the steering wheel. I was 
pissed, angrier than I had ever been before. And I knew it 
wasn't just because of the shit situation we found ourselves 
in, because the idiot Italians had lost track of Fabrizio. The 
Italians and the Irish had been on the brink of war a hundred 
times and we had always figured a way to work things out 
without spilling blood. I wasn't worried about that. 



No, I was pissed that Brenna would marry a dumb fucking 
goon like Fabrizio. I was pissed that some asshole got to 
have her, when she was all that I had wanted for years. I 
wasn't sure why the marriage made things worse, but 
somehow it did. I wanted to break him into pieces, to tear 
him limb from limb. 

Fuck, that was a shitty thing to think. I had no claim on her. 
She was her own damn person with her own choices to 
make, and I had no right to second-guess them. I had my 
chance years ago and fucked it up beyond belief. 

But the memory of her body pressed against mine, and how 
hard my cock was, and how badly I wanted to taste her lips 
overwhelmed everything else. Fler innocent eyes staring at 
me with pure lust like she was practically dripping already. 

I started the engine and headed back toward the house. 



Chapter Seven: Brenna 

After lunch, I got back home as fast as I could. Even though I 
knew it was crazy, I kept thinking that I saw someone over 
my shoulder, following me through the streets. I knew it was 
stupid, but the text had put me way on edge, and my mind 
was playing tricks on me. 

I pushed open the front door and walked into the main foyer. 

"Hello? Dad? Colin?" I called out, but only got my own echo 
in return. I shut the door behind me and bolted it. 

With a sigh, I went upstairs, passed my room, and headed up 
toward the roof deck. I pushed out and walked down the 
wood boards, sitting down under an umbrella. The city 
spread out ahead of me and I looked around, smiling to 
myself. 

Which is when it hit me. The last time I was out on the deck 
during the afternoon was years ago. 

/ was pissed, really pissed, I remembered. / sat down with a 
huff and crossed my legs. The door to the house opened a 
minute later, and Colin stepped out. 

"Hey, Bren. You okay?" 

I looked up at him, biting back tears. " I'm fine. What do you 
want?" 

He walked over to me, his face a tight mask of concern, and 
I couldn't help but wonder how much he knew. 



"I'm just checking on you." 

"Yeah, thanks anyway." 

He ignored my comment and sat down next to me. 

"I heard what happened..." he started. 

"What do you know about any of this?" 

He shrugged. "Not much. Your dad can be an asshole, but 
he would never do anything to hurt you." 

I shook my head. "You don't get it." 

"You're right. I'm still sorry you're hurting." 

What a weird guy. He was always so quiet around me, so 
intense and brooding. I had to admit, I spent a lot of time 
noticing him, the way he moved, the muscles under his 
clothes. He was handsome and smart and nothing like the 
guys back at my school. There was a toughness about him 
that was hard to ignore. 

/ stood up and walked over to him, sitting down in his lap. 

He looked at me with a slight grin. 

"I've noticed you," I said softly. 

"Hard not to, since we live together." 

I had never done anything like this before. Sure, I had kissed 
boys, even done more with a few, but I'd never thrown 
myself at one before. I had to admit, / loved the way he was 
looking at me, and the way his body felt under mine. 

"You know what I mean." 



" Bren... 


And that's when I kissed him. i leaned forward and pressed 
my mouth against his. 

I'd never felt like that before. His lips were soft and 
surprised at first, but quickly fell into rhythm against mine, 
our tongues touching. He wrapped his arms around me and 
pulled me tight against his strong frame and suddenly, the 
world below was gone, totally gone. I could feel his bulge 
stiffen underneath me and it drove me even crazier. I'd 
never been that wet before, didn't even realize it was 
possible. 

I began to move my hips, rubbing up against his hard dick, 
and he gasped slightly. He reached his hands around and 
grabbed my breasts squeezing them softly, kissing me hard. 
It was driving me crazy, my soaked pussy grinding down on 
his large hard dick, and his hands working my tits. I was 
beginning to lose myself in the pleasure and electricity 
jolting up through my core. 

And then he pulled away. 

"What?" I gasped. 

"We can't do this." 

"I want you." And I hadn't truly realized it, but I did, and had 
for a white. 

"But I'm nothing, and your father..." 

"Fuck my father and his business. I don't care who you 
were." 



He stared at me for another second, and then pulled my 
face in for another hard kiss. I wrapped my arms around him 
and shifted myself, straddling his hips, his hard cock 
pressing up against my thin shorts. I gasped as he took my 
hips and pressed me down, increasing the friction on my 
spot, grinding his cock against my soaked pussy. 

I hadn't felt like that before, wild and lost with desire and 
need. And as quickly as it started, he suddenly stood up, 
bringing me with him. I let out a surprised yelp as he easily 
took me into the air then put me back down to one side. 

"We can't," he said again. "Not like this, at least." 

I blinked. "What do you mean?" 

"I'll come see you. Tonight, later." 

My mouth hung open, my breath coming in gasps. "Okay, 
later." 

He gave me one last look and then retreated quickly into 
the house. 

That was it. He never showed up later that night, and I left 
for college the next day. We didn't talk after that, but the 
intense electricity still lingered between us. Frankly, just 
remembering it got me a little wet. 

And look at him now, I thought. Biting my lip, I slipped my 
hand down my panties and began to slowly rub myself. What 
the fuck am I doing? I thought, but didn't stop. I couldn't 
help myself. I had gotten off a few times over the years to 
the thought of Colin, and that particular memory never 
failed to get me started. 



I ran through the whole first encounter with him again, 
paying special attention to the way he kissed me, the way 
his hands grabbed my breasts and pushed my hips against 
his dick. I let out small moans, trying to be quiet. I was out in 
the open on the roof deck, but I knew nobody would be 
home, at least not for a little while. 

Pleasure moved through me as I rubbed, and I realized how 
soaked through I was. The image of Colin in just a towel 
came back to me, and how it felt for him to press himself up 
against me in my room. I wanted all of that, wanted him to 
pull the towel away and let me take his thick cock in both of 
my hands. I wanted to slip it inside of me, slowly sink my 
hips down along his length as he guided me with his hands. 

Or I could push his face down, down along my soaked core, 
and let his rough tongue roll along my folds as I rode his 
face. I wanted him to make me come, wanted it so badly. I 
kept rubbing myself, gasps becoming moans, and my 
muscles tensed. I pictured him fucking me in the bathroom, 
pressing me up against the cold tile as his stiff and rough 
dick pressed deep into me. I'd wanted him for so long, 
always wondered what it would have been like to take his 
dick hard. 

I could see him in my mind's eye above me, defined chest 
muscles wet with sweat as he thrust into me. He'd move 
slow at first, but quickly pick up pace, big dick filling me up. 
I'd grind my hips up against him and take every inch. 

The thought of his body working on top of mine pushes me 
over the edge. I let out a loud gasp, my whole body stiff, as I 
came. Pleasure flooded through me and my mind went blank 
as my fingers worked quickly along my soaked clit, and I had 
a heavy, knee-shaking orgasm. The world became a swirl 



and nothing for half a minute as I slowly came down, 
catching my breath. 


Panting, I pulled my hand from my soaked underwear. What 
the fuck was that?\ thought to myself, looking around, 
dazed. I was floating on a post-orgasm cloud, but I couldn't 
believe I had just gotten off in a semi-public place. 
Fortunately, nobody saw anything. 

Then again, I realized, part of me wouldn't have minded if 
Colin had walked out at that exact moment. 


I woke up with a start. It took me half a second to realize 
that my phone buzzed in my lap, which is what pulled me 
out of my nap. / fell asleep on the roof? I must have been 
pretty satisfied, I thought, shaking my head, still a little 
groggy. The sun was beginning to get low in the sky, which 
meant I had slept for at least an hour or two. 

I pulled my phone up and checked the message. It was from 
Colin, asking where I was. I typed back real quick, letting 
him know, and put the phone away. 

What a bizarre day. It started with Vince texting me, and 
ended with me getting off to the thought of Colin. Vince, in 
the city, and Colin ... my mind trailed off, confused. 

I needed to tell him the truth. I needed to tell him about the 
marriage, that stupid mistake. 

I still didn't understand why I went through with it. At first, I 
thought Vince had been kidding, with his adorable smile and 
his fake-looking ring. But after a second, I realized he was 
completely serious, and that fake-looking diamond was 
absolutely real, and absolutely fucking huge. It must have 




cost him a fortune. But that was the kind of man Vince was, 
and when he got an idea in his head, he ran with it. Nothing 
was going to stop him. One week later, we were in City Hall 
getting married by a Justice of the Peace, and I was officially 
Brenna Fabrizio. On paper, at least. Vince hadn't gotten 
permission to marry from his family, which was why we had 
to hide the whole thing. The plan was to eventually win 
them over, then have a big ceremony. 

In the meantime, though, we'd live as a married couple. As 
man and wife. Until the truth about him had slowly become 
obvious to me. I should have seen it from the start, I should 
have realized he would end up being an abusive psycho 
cheater, but I didn't. 

And Colin didn't know. Neither did my dad, but for some 
reason I felt less bad about that. As much as I hated to admit 
it, I did need Colin to protect me. It was the reason I had 
come home to begin with. I couldn't expect him to keep me 
safe if he didn't even know the whole story, right? 

I sighed, adjusting myself, and decided I'd tell him 
everything. As soon as I saw him, I'd tell him the whole story. 
It was the right thing to do. 

Almost as if on cue, the doors pushed open and Colin walked 
out onto the deck. I looked up startled. 

“Hey, you scared me." 

He shrugged. "Sorry about that." 

I blinked and took him in. He was a little sweaty, but he 
looked incredible; muscles bulging through his tight white 
dress shirt, his slacks perfectly conformed to his muscular 
thighs. But his usual carefree grin was gone, replaced with a 



serious mask. I hadn't seen Colin give me that look in a long 
time. 

"What's up? You seem a little off," I said jokingly. 

For half a second I wondered if he could smell the cum on 
my fingers. Maybe he knew I had gotten myself off to the 
thought of him. But no, of course not, that was totally 
paranoid. He couldn't read minds—at least I hoped not. 

"Had a rough day." He sat down in a chair across from me. 

"Some thugs give you trouble? Their knees wouldn't break, I 
bet." 

He didn't even crack a smile. "Something like that." 

I frowned, not sure what else to say. He wasn't normally so 
angry. 

"You want to talk about it?" 

"Is Fabrizio in town?" he asked suddenly. 

I stared at him, surprised. "Yeah, he is." 

"Why wouldn't you tell me?" 

I looked away, biting my lip. "I'm sorry. I didn't want to be a 
burden." 

"Don't be stupid, Bren. It's the reason I'm here." 

I looked back at him. "Yeah, that's the only reason?" 

He nodded. "Because your father asked me to." 



“Speaking of him, where is my dad? He's hardly been 
home." 

Colin waved his hand. "He sleeps out a lot since he got his 
promotion. Don't try to change the subject." 

“Fine. I'm sorry, I should have told you." 

“How did he contact you?" 

"He sent me a text." 

Colin held out his hand. "Let me see." 

I made a face. "No way." 

"You don't have to give me the phone, just let me see the 
message." 

I sighed, pulled it up, and tossed the phone over to him. He 
snatched it out of the air despite it being an awful throw and 
gave me a look. After a few seconds of staring at the screen, 
he stood and walked it over, handing the phone back. 

"That's it, there's nothing else." 

He sat back down, leaving one chair between us. "Tell me 
next time." 

"Okay, I will." 

"Do you want a new phone?" 

"Why?" 

"So he can't message you. I can take care of that." 

"It's fine, I blocked his number." 



“He'll get other numbers. Last chance." 

I had no clue why he was being so short with me, but it was 
starting to piss me off. I may have withheld some 
information, but it wasn't like I did something horrible. 

“It's fine, whatever." 

He looked away and was silent for a second. 

“Look, Colin—" 

He interrupted me, not looking over. "I know about the 
marriage." 

I stared open mouthed at him, completely surprised. “I was 
just about to tell you." 

“It's fine, just another thing you decided to withhold." 

“It didn't seem important." 

He looked back, his expression angry. "Are you joking? It's 
the most important thing. That psycho thinks he has a real 
claim on you, all because of some Old World bullshit." 

“He's insane, Colin. It was a mistake." 

“How could you marry someone like him?" 

I clenched my jaw. “I told you, it was a mistake." 

He looked away again. "Don't leave the house without me 
anymore." 

"Are you kidding me?" 



"No. The Italians don't know where Fabrizio is, and I can't 
protect you if you're out on your own. From now on, you 
don't leave my sight." 

"Is this some weird punishment for marrying him?" 

"No, this is for your own good." 

"What do you know about me, Colin? I don't owe you 
anything." 

Fie stood up, clearly angry. I stared after him, shocked at the 
way the conversation had gone, reeling from the way he was 
acting toward me. 

"I know you don't. But whether you like it or not, I have to 
watch over you. Don't leave the house without me." 

"Whatever. I guess I'll be a prisoner here, too." 

Fie looked at me, barely concealing his rage. "It's fine if you 
think that. But I still have to make sure you're safe." 

"Yeah, fine." 

Fie stared at me for a second, his eyes serious and intense. I 
couldn't read his expression. Before I could say anything, he 
turned away and stalked back into the house. 

I sat there alone on the deck feeling like someone had 
dropped a bomb directly into my lap. It made no sense, the 
way he reacted. I knew he cared about me, but why did he 
care so much that I had married Vince? And what made him 
think that he could order me around? 

Nothing made sense. I wished I could go back in time and 
tell him up front. 



The memory of his body pressed against mine lingered even 
as his presence disappeared inside. 



Chapter Eight: Colin 

My hands moved fast, as fast as I could make them go. They 
were like a blur as I pounded again and again into the heavy 
bag, bashing my knuckles against the sand-filled fabric. I 
imagined it was Fabrizio and I was breaking his skull for 
hurting Bren. Sweat dripped down my body, drenching my 
tight black T-shirt and short red shorts as I moved my feet 
and started another barrage. 

I didn't understand why I was so angry with her, why I would 
take her marrying that loser so personally. People made 
mistakes, and I'd been with plenty of girls since she left—but 
for some reason, I never imagined that she would really 
choose someone else, or at the very least, that she would 
never go so far as to marry them. But she did, and there I 
was smashing the heavy bag with my linen-wrapped 
knuckles, savoring the tiredness in my muscles and the pain 
in my fists. 

One punch and it's Fabrizio. Another, and it's my own face. I 
want to beat myself senseless for being such an ass. And I 
want to beat Fabrizio senseless for hurting Bren. 

I smash the bag a few more times, exhaustion from my 
workout beginning to overtake me, and I take a few steps 
back, breathing hard. 

“Good form," I heard from over by the steps. I looked over 
and saw O'Brian standing there, grinning at me. 


“Fley Boss. I was just working out." 



He shrugged, walking down into his own little private gym. 
He had it installed in the basement of his huge home, 
though he never used it himself. Sometimes I came over and 
gave the equipment a quick cleaning, and sometimes I even 
did a little circuit through the weight machines. I had no 
clue whether or not he was okay with it, but he never 
bothered me when I was down there. 

“No kidding. I thought you were trying to fuck that bag." 

I grinned, though I wasn't in the mood. "Been with uglier." 

He laughed. “I bet you have, kid. How's my daughter?" 

I clenched my jaw and began to unwrap my fists. "She's fine, 
sir. Stubborn." 

"Yeah, stubborn. That's why you're dealing with her and I'm 
not." 

"Makes sense." 

"Look, I'm not going to be home much for the next few days. 
I'll be around, but there's a big deal with the Russians 
coming through that I need to work on. So you'll have the 
place to yourselves." 

I nod. "Okay. Don't worry about it. She'll be fine." 

"Yeah, she will. Because if she's not, you'll pay for it." 

"I wouldn't let that asshole touch her, no matter what." 

He nodded and stared at me for a second. "Speaking of him. 

I heard you spoke with the Italians." 

I flinched, almost as if he had hit me. It wasn't exactly 
against the rules that I had gone and talked with Jimmy, but 



it was definitely something I should have cleared with 
O'Brian first. 

“I'm sorry, sir. I should have told you." 

“Yeah, you should have." 

“It won't happen again." 

He laughed. "Yeah, it will. More importantly, what did you 
find out?" 

“Fabrizio is in the city. He contacted Brenna, actually, sent 
her some text. Trying to intimidate her. From what I can tell, 
he doesn't know where she is, but it's only a matter of time 
before he shakes it loose." 

O'Brian nodded thoughtfully. "It's not exactly a secret that I 
live here." 

"Right, and plenty of the guys with the Italians know about 
this place." 

“What else did they say?" 

“Well, they lost him. Fabrizio, I mean. They don't know where 
he is." 

“Fucking Italians." 

I nodded. "But they're looking. They want to avoid a war as 
much as we do." 

“Damn right they do. If this were one of the Don's daughters 
with one of my boys, can you even imagine?" 


I shook my head. "They'd tear up the city." 



“Idiots. They would. Fucking animals." 


“But they wouldn't come after you." 

“No," he said thoughtfully. "They wouldn't." 

I hesitated, knowing it was time to tell him the last bit of 
information, but I was afraid of how he'd react. His little girl, 
married to a psycho from the Italian Mob. I could only 
imagine what it would be like for a parent to hear that sort of 
thing. Then again, maybe things couldn't get any worse for 
him. 

"There's one more thing." 

“What is it? You look like you're about to shit a pineapple." 
“She married him, sir." 

He was silent for a second, but his face didn't change. I was 
afraid he was about to start screaming at me, or worse. I'd 
have to take a beating from him if that was what he wanted, 
though I'd never seen O'Brian get physical before. 

Finally, he broke the silence. "That makes sense." 

I stared at him, surprised. "That wasn't the reaction I 
expected." 

He laughed. "What can I say? I'm getting more jaded in my 
old age. But it makes sense. It would explain why Fabrizio is 
so intent on coming after her. He thinks he has a real claim." 

“But we both know he doesn't. I mean, Bren doesn't want 
anything to do with him. And it seems like the Italians are 
fine with that." 



O'Brian nodded thoughtfully. “You need to be extra careful 
now, Colin. Keep her around at all times. No more leaving 
her alone here. I'll have some people cover your duties and 
shit, and if you're needed somewhere important, I'll send 
muscle over to watch her." 

I nodded. "That was my thought exactly." 

O'Brian clapped me on the shoulder, smiling. "Thanks, kid. 
Thanks for helping my family out with this." 

"Don't thank me, sir. You know I'd do anything." 

He nodded. "Yeah, I know." 

He turned and began to walk back to the steps and I leaned 
back on my heels, contemplating the conversation. Before 
he got too far, though, he turned back and looked at me. 

"Oh, by the way, speaking of family. The lawyers drew up 
those adoption papers. They're in your room to sign." 

I blinked. I had totally forgotten about that. "They're up 
there already?" 

"Sure. Sign whenever you want and drop them off at my 
place." 

"Right, okay." 

He gave me another lingering look. "I'll be in contact soon." 

I nodded, and then he was gone, back up the steps. I stood 
there in the quiet, mind buzzing with the implications. The 
papers were upstairs, which meant I was one step away from 
becoming the heir to the entire Mob. It would be a lot harder 
to take control than just that, but it would make it a lot 



easier when the time came. But that would mean I would 
become Bren's brother, at least legally, I thought. I couldn't 
help but hate that idea. Worse, I couldn't help but think how 
she'd react to it. 

As I slipped off my workout stuff and changed into dry 
clothes, a thought came to me completely out of nowhere. 
What I'm doing is no better than what she did. I was lying to 
her about the adoption issue, or at least I was keeping it 
from her. Bren had kept the marriage from me, but I was sure 
she'd had her own reasons. I didn't even understand exactly 
why I was so angry with her, anyway. 

I needed to tell her. And I needed to make things right 
between us, especially if I was going to keep protecting her. 

Resolved, I headed upstairs. 



Chapter Nine: Brenna 

I scrolled through picture after picture of smiling couples in 
happy places, not really sure what they had to do with me. 
Sure, we were friends on Facebook, but other than that? 
They were all practically strangers, though strangers with 
lives that looked perfect. Then again, my life probably 
looked amazing on social media. 

Leaning back against the headboard of my bed, I tossed my 
phone away and sighed. There wasn't much to do in the 
house aside from screw around on the Internet and maybe 
watch movies. And Colin wasn't making things any easier by 
being around, especially since I wanted to avoid him. 

And suddenly I was a prisoner? I didn't escape New York just 
to get stuck in my dad's townhouse. 

For a second, I wondered if anyone would even notice that I 
was trapped. Nick might, since we had been texting back 
and forth since we went to lunch, but even he would get 
used to me ducking out on plans with him. 

Before I could decide what I wanted to do, there was a soft 
knock at my door. 

"What?" I called out. 

"It's me." 

"I'm not interested, Colin." 


"Can we just talk for a second?" 



I sighed again. Maybe we had left things in a bad place. I did 
have to deal with him whether I wanted to or not. I got up off 
the bed and walked across the room and pulled the door 
open. 

Colin stood there in a tight, white v-neck T-shirt and short 
black gym shorts. Although they looked clean, he was still 
covered in sweat and had this intense look on his face. I 
stared at him for half a second, afraid my jaw was going to 
fall through the floor. He looked amazing, his muscles 
bulging and his hair all messed up. 

"Where'd you just come from?" I asked. 

"The basement." 

"What, is there a gym down there?" 

He grinned. "Yeah, actually. Your dad put it in a year after 
you left." 

I shrugged and turned away. "Okay, what do we have to talk 
about?" 

He followed me into my room and I sat down on the edge of 
the bed. He crossed his arms and looked down at me. 

"I'm sorry about earlier." 

"Which part?" 

"The part where I got pissed." 

"That's not really an apology." 

"Look Bren. I have to protect you. We can't be fighting all 
the time." 



"That's just it—you don't have to protect me." 


"Oh yeah? Then why are you even here?" 

I blinked and looked down. He had me there. Truthfully, I was 
just pissed at him forjudging me, as if I hadn't gotten 
enough of that back in New York. 

When I first dated Vince, all of my friends were shocked. 
What was I doing with a man like him? Before, I was 
interested in pretty normal guys, the straight-laced type: 
stand-up farm boys and cute suburban skaters with 
manners. But something about Vince swept me up and took 
me for a ride, and nobody could figure it out. 

Much less me. 

"Look, I know. I'm just sick of the judging." 

He nodded. "I get that." 

I looked up at him, at his intense expression and his crossed 
arms making his biceps bulge, and wished we could stop 
with the bullshit. 

"Truce?" 

He nodded. "Truce." 

"How did you find out about the marriage, anyway?" 

He grinned and sat down next to me on the bed, leaning 
back on his hands. "I went to see the Italians earlier. Pissed 
your dad off a little bit, but it had to be done." 

I blinked. "You saw his family?" 

"Not his family. His people." 



"Oh. I see." 

"Did you guys run around with them much?" 

I shook my head. "No, not really. He kept me separate from 
all that." 

"Probably because they wouldn't have approved of an Irish 
girl." 

She laughed. "How could they not approve of me?" 

"Clearly they'd be crazy not to, but you know how the Mob 
is." 

"Yeah, a bunch of thick-skulled idiots." 

"That hurts." 

"It's supposed to." 

He grinned at me and shrugged. "Well, this thick-skulled 
idiot figured out your secret." 

"Okay, maybe you're not all brain dead." 

"Most of us are, though." 

I felt myself relaxing around him for the first time in a while. 
He had such an easy way about him when his guard was 
down, and as soon as we had spoken our words of truce, he 
seemed to completely loosen up. 

"So, what happens now?" 

"Now, you kill time until we can find your husband." 


I cringed. "Don't call him that." 



"What? It's true." 


"I know, but it won't be true for long." 

"I thought you couldn't leave a Made Man?" 

I gave him a look. "Cut it out." 

His grin got bigger. "Can't take it anymore?" 

I laughed and pushed his arm softly. "I can still take it." 
"Yeah, I bet you can." 

I rolled my eyes. "Good one. Really clever." 

He adjusted himself and moved closer to me. I could feel the 
heat rolling off of him in waves and I didn't mind it at all. 

"Like I said, I'm just a thick-skulled idiot." 

"True. You're practically an ape." 

He paused and stared at me, his lips parting slightly. I could 
feel something begin to shift inside of me, something strong 
and overwhelming, as I looked into his intense eyes. I 
wanted to reach out and touch his face, to feel the stubble 
along his chin, maybe touch one of his full lips. There was 
concern there, and I knew he was worried about me. But the 
truth was, I wasn't worried about myself, not since I had 
seen him come out of the shower in nothing but a towel. 

"Bren, look, there's something I should say." 

"No, it's fine." 

I moved closer and pressed my body against his. 



"I thought we shouldn't do this," he said. 

He wrapped his strong arms around me. 

"You smell terrible," I said, making a face. 

The truth was, he smelled amazing, and I felt myself 
practically shaking at his touch. 

He grinned. "I don't see you moving." 

"I'm just too lazy I guess." 

"Listen—" 

"Are you going to say we can't?" I interrupted him. 

For a second he looked like I had slapped him, and before I 
could apologize he pressed his face against mine and kissed 
me hard. My lips parted immediately, returning his 
passionate kiss, and I pressed my body up against him. I 
didn't care what I was doing, I didn't care that my dad 
thought we were like brother and sister, I didn't care that I 
was technically married to a psycho. There was only the 
tingling intensity running through my core as his arms 
tightened and his tongue touched mine, flooding my mouth 
with his taste. 

It was our second kiss, and it was better than the first, which 
I didn't think was possible. Maybe it had something to do 
with the years-long anticipation, but I felt my entire spine 
and skull reacting to him. His lips were soft as his tongue 
roamed around mine, and his strong arms gripped me close 
against his skin. I melted into his embrace, letting the 
sensation of his kiss wash over me. It was just a kiss, only a 
kiss, except it wasn't. I had waited years to feel it again, and 
it didn't disappoint. 



And as soon as it started, it was over. 


At the other end of the bed, my phone started to buzz. For 
some reason, that tiny thing pulled us out of whatever spell 
we were under. I moved away softly and looked in its 
direction. 

"Need to get that?" he said. 

"Yeah, I should." Though I wasn't sure why. 

His arms let me go as I climbed over him. At the other side of 
the bed, I unlocked the screen and checked the message. 
Staring back at me was exactly what I had expected and 
dreaded. It was from a number I didn't recognize, but the 
message could only have come from one person. 

2671438423: Think you can hide out at daddy's place? 

Come on, Brenna. 

I stared at the message and let the implications settle in. 
"What's wrong?" Colin asked. 

I looked back at him and he must have seen the fear in my 
eyes. He held his hand out. 

"Let me see." 

"Okay." I handed him the phone, in shock. 

He read the message, but his face was completely blank. 
After a few seconds, he looked back up at me. 

"I'm getting you a new phone." 

I nodded numbly. How did he know where I was? How did he 
find me already? 



"This doesn't mean he knows where this house is." 

"Yes, it does." 

He looked away. "Yeah, it probably does." 

"How does he know?" 

"Your father is pretty famous in this city. It was only a matter 
of time." 

He stood up and I could see the tension in his muscles. 
"Where are you going?" 

"I'm going to sweep the block real fast." 

"What are you talking about?" 

"I'm going outside to see if he's lurking around anywhere 
nearby. I doubt he's that stupid, but I need to do 
something." 

"Colin—" 

He clenched his jaw and interrupted me. "Wait. I need to tell 
you something." 

"What's going on?" 

There was a short pause. I could tell he was struggling with 
something. 

"Your dad is adopting me." 

I furrowed my brow, not really in the headspace to be able to 
understand that. 



"But you're an adult?" 

"I know. It's for the job. If I'm his son, then certain things wi 
be easier." 

"When?" It began to dawn on me what he was saying. 

"The paperwork is in my room. All I have to do is sign." 

"Why didn't you tell me before?" I could feel myself getting 
pissed. 

"Before what?" 

"Before you fucking kissed me." 

"I've been trying to." 

I paused. "So you're going to really be my stepbrother?" 

He nodded. "Looks that way." 

The absurdity of the day washed over me, and that was the 
last straw. I couldn't stop the laughter as it bubbled up out 
of me. I probably looked insane as I lay back on the 
comforter and laughed loudly, practically kicking my legs 
like a little kid. Colin looked at me uncertainly. 

"Are you okay? Are you having some kind of breakdown?" 

"I'm fucking great! I just kissed my stepbrother!" 

He smiled uncertainly. "We're not related yet." 

"Basically, we are! Oh my god, how messed up is this 
situation?" 


He nodded. "Pretty fucked." 




And as soon as it came, the laughter left me. I looked up at 
the ceiling and sighed. 

"When can you get me a new phone?" 

"Tomorrow morning." 

"Okay. Thanks." 

"Bren—" 

"You should have told me earlier." I looked at him. "I guess 
now we're both liars." 

His expression didn't change. "I'll check outside." 

"My knight in shining armor." 

He frowned, stared at me for half a second, and left. 

I watched him go, wondering how in the world I had gotten 
myself stuck between a psycho that I hated and a future 
stepbrother that I wanted more than anything. 



Chapter Ten: Colin 

Three days and she hadn't said a word. Not that I expected 
her to be chatty and act like nothing was weird between us, 
but I also didn't expect her to go in full-on lockdown. No 
matter what I said to her, no matter what buttons I tried to 
push, she didn't respond. Just a stony stare and silence. I 
would have preferred an angry and sarcastic remark to 
nothing. 

But at least she was following orders and hadn't left the 
house. If she wanted to be stubborn, then fine, she could be 
stubborn. She didn't have to talk to me, but she did have to 
stay safe. Even if it was going to piss her off more, I'd make 
sure of that. 

Three days. I'd gone on a few runs out into the wider world 
and left Bren in the hands of some of O'Brian's trusted goons 
once or twice, but I couldn't find Fabrizio. It was like the guy 
didn't exist. There just weren't any leads out there. Not a 
single one of my contacts in the underworld had seen him, 
let alone heard of him, and the Italians weren't having much 
luck, either. As far as I knew, he hadn't come around the 
house, or at least O'Brian's expensive security system hadn't 
picked him up on any of the cameras. I made sure to walk 
the perimeter a few times a day just to be safe, but I didn't 
spot a thing. 

Still, he was out there, somewhere, lurking and lying in wait. 
He wanted Brenna, thought she was his property. 

Fortunately, she didn't have to deal with his insane texts 
ever since I got her a new phone, but still. The guy was 



obviously a psychopath, pure and simple. You'd have to be, 
if you were going to openly mess with the leader of the Irish 
Mob's daughter. The guy must have had an actual death 
wish. 

I stretched my legs and looked out over the buildings. I had 
really gotten used to living in O'Brian's stately manse, 
especially getting to sit out on the roof deck. I had my own, 
but it wasn't quite as nice. It was pretty early, and I sipped 
my coffee, going over in my mind Fabrizio's possible hiding 
places for the thousandth time. 

Concentrating was tough, though, when all I could think 
about was that kiss. It was exactly like the first time; 
electricity had run up and down my spine and it took all of 
my willpower, every single ounce of it, not to tear off her 
clothes and lick her soaked pussy top to bottom. I knew I 
wouldn't be able to control myself a second time. I wanted 
her and I was ready to get what I wanted. 

Then again, maybe it was better that she wasn't talking to 
me. I wasn't interested in talking with her, either. There was 
only one thing I wanted, and wanted badly. But maybe it 
was better if she let me concentrate on catching Fabrizio 
instead of concentrating on her sweating body riding my 
hard dick. 

As I imagined ripping her tight jeans off her perfect hips, I 
heard the door open, and I looked up. Bren stood there 
staring at me. I gave her a grin, inwardly hoping she 
wouldn't notice my hard dick pushing up against the fabric 
of my pants. It was almost like she had a sixth sense for 
when I was daydreaming about fucking her. 

“Nice surprise seeing you here," I said to her. 


She shrugged. “I'm bored." 



I cocked an eyebrow. "You're talking to me now?" 


"I guess I'm really bored." 

She walked out and sat down with a huff. She was wearing 
tight black yoga pants that accentuated her perfect round 
ass and a loose navy blue hoodie. I was willing to bet she 
wasn't wearing a stitch underneath it. I wanted to lift her 
arms above her head and slowly pull it off her, watch her 
nice tits slip out from the cotton, and her thick hair spill out 
all around her shoulders. 

"I have an idea of what we can do," I said, grinning. 

"I'm sure you do," she said, looking away. 

"Come on, sis, don't be that way." 

She looked surprised. "Don't call me that." 

"Why not, sis? We'll be related pretty soon." 

"Even if you sign those papers, you'll never be my brother." 

I laughed. "Don't be so ashamed of me." 

She rolled her eyes. "More like mortified to be anywhere 
near you." 

"I think that's a lie." 

"All you Mob guys are the same. So cocky and sure of 
yourselves." 

"I bet you're an expert on that, now." 

She gave me a look and was about to say something, but 
paused instead and stared at me with that sexy-and-pissed 



look she sometimes got. 


"You're taking me out somewhere," she said finally. 

I raised an eyebrow. "Am I now? Where are we going?" 

"I don't care, Colin. I'm going stir crazy." 

"You know it's dangerous." 

"It can't be that dangerous with my knight in shining armor 
around." 

I smiled at the nickname. She may have been pissed, but 
she couldn't have been that pissed if she was going to joke 
around. Even if she was being as sarcastic as humanly 
possible. 

"What's in it for me?" 

"I'm talking to you, isn't that enough?" 

I shook my head. "Not at all." 

She sighed. "What do you want?" 

I grinned and sat back, considering. She must have been 
pretty desperate to write me a blank check like that. I'd 
have to be careful, though. If I said what I actually wanted, 
she'd probably storm off and I'd have to deal with the silent 
treatment for a few days more, or at least until Fabrizio was 
caught and shipped back to New York. Still, I wasn't going to 
let a good chance pass me by. I knew exactly what I wanted 
in that moment, running my eyes up and down her body. 

"Okay. If I take you somewhere, you have to wear those yoga 
pants whenever you're here at the house." 



She blushed and looked down. "What, why?" 


"Because your body looks fantastic. No more sweatpants. I 
want to see the outline of your perfect ass all day, every 
day." 

I loved how red she turned. I couldn't imagine she didn't 
know what she looked like in them, but maybe she wasn't 
used to hearing it. 

I thought she was about to chew me out, but instead she 
took a deep breath and let it out. 

"Fine, is that all?" she said. 

"That's all, for now at least." 

"What do you mean, for now?" 

I shrugged. "You might want to stay out later, or get ice 
cream, or do something I don't agree with. I reserve the right 
to negotiate for further wardrobe rules." 

Her red cheeks got even darker, if that was possible. "Fine, 
whatever." 

"Okay, where do you want to go?" 

She looked at me and grinned. 


"We could go anywhere in the city, absolutely anywhere, 
and this is where you pick?" 

I wrinkled my nose and looked out the back door. The smell 
of cat was thick in the air, plus a weird mixture of old people 
and old books. The store was completely silent and empty, 




and shelves with books were practically overflowing in all 
directions. There were only two upsides to her choice. The 
first was that the small space meant we were forced to be 
close to each other, and I took every opportunity to move as 
slowly as possible out of her way. The second was that she 
decided to keep those sexy fucking yoga pants on, even 
though the deal was just for O'Brian's house. 

Which meant that I was fighting a hard-on all afternoon. I 
guess it could have been worse. 

“I like this place," she said. "I used to come here a lot when I 
was a kid." 

"Doesn't surprise me." 

She gave me a look. "Yeah, and you were too cool for 
reading?" 

"Not too cool, just too busy." 

"I'm sure. Can you even read?" 

I shrugged and picked up a book. The Singularity is Near by 
some guy named Ray Kurzweil. Looked like typical 
pretentious garbage, exactly the kind of thing that would be 
in an old rundown secondhand bookstore like the one she 
had dragged me to. 

"The ... Singular... Name?" I pretended to read the title, 
emphasizing the words. 

"Very funny." 

She pressed herself to the side of me and slipped by. Her 
hips brushed across my crotch, pushing against my half-hard 
dick, though she didn't seem to notice, or at least she didn't 



mind. I followed her up a narrow staircase and out into a 
second floor. 

“Great, there's more," I mumbled. 

She ignored me and began to browse a low wall. I leaned 
against the doorframe and watched her, savoring every 
motion she made. It was practically erotic the way she 
looked in those pants. I could see the outline of her ass 
every time she bent over to pick something out. 

"Anything exciting?" I asked. 

She glanced back at me. "Plenty of stuff." 

"I was being sarcastic." 

"No kidding." 

Before I could think of an incredibly intelligent and hilarious 
response, something brushed up against my leg. I looked 
down stared as a gray and white fluffy cat began to rub its 
body against my shin. 

"Bren," I said. 

She looked over. "What? Is everything okay?" 

"There's an animal." 

She looked down at the disgusting creature and laughed. 
"That's Billy, the owner's cat. He lives here." 

"Why is it touching me?" 

She laughed. "Relax, it's just a cat." 



“I'm relaxed. I'm very relaxed. But cats are not 'just cats,' 
they're disgusting killing machines." 

“Oh yeah, Billy is a killing machine all right." 

"And they smell horrible. I'm going to have to wash these 
pants. Maybe burn them." 

She laughed again and walked over, crouching down. Billy 
walked over to her and began to thread his way through her 
legs, rubbing his body up against her while she gently 
stroked his back. 

“See, he's friendly. No need to be afraid." 

“Not afraid. Just repulsed." 

I hated cats. Despised them. I really wasn't afraid of it, but I 
had always been allergic to them. There was genuinely 
nothing good about a cat. 

She grinned and shook her head. “I should have known 
you'd hate cats." 

"You should hate them too." 

“I think they're adorable. Isn't that right, Billy?" 

“Don't encourage it." 

She stood back up and Billy the Stinky Cat scampered off 
down the stairs, presumably to spread his stench to other 
customers. 

“Well," I said, “that explains the cat smell all over this 
place." 


“Oh come off it. As if you smell any better." 



She stood a few feet away from me and crossed her arms, 
grinning. 

“I smell great. Like a man should.” I stepped closer to her, 
smiling. 

"I'm not sure I agree with that." 

"I'm willing to bet I can change your mind.” 

I stood closer to her, inches away, and could practically feel 
her breath. She didn't move, just like I knew she wouldn't. 
She was too stubborn to let me win at anything. But that 
was part of the fun: I wanted to make her give in, especially 
when I knew she wanted to. I was willing to take our little 
game of chicken pretty far. 

"How would you do that?" she asked. 

"I'd love to pull those sexy pants down around your ankles, 
bend you over, and slip my tongue along your soaked 
pussy." 

She blinked. "Colin ...." 

"We can do it right here, if you want. I can make you come 
on my tongue while you try not to make too much noise." 

"What makes you think it'd be so easy?" 

"I've seen how you look at me. I know you'd grip my hair as 
hard as you could while I tongued that sweet pussy." 

"You're not funny." She looked away, a blush on her cheeks 
again. 


"I'm not kidding. Say the word and I'll taste you right here." 



My cock was straining against my pants and I knew that if I 
moved even a centimeter she'd feel the tip brush up against 
her. I kept still for the time being. 

“I don't think that's what stepsiblings are supposed to do." 
"Fuck what we're supposed to do." 

Something shifted between us over the course of the joke, 
and I could see her heavy breathing. The tension was thick 
and weighed a ton and I was waiting for her to break down. I 
needed her to melt into my mouth, to let me taste every 
inch of her body, and I didn't care if that happened right 
there in the old used bookstore. I was starving for her soaked 
spot. 

She looked away and I could tell she was trying to hide how 
much she wanted it. I knew she was still pissed, but she 
wasn't that pissed. The fact that she wore the yoga pants 
when she didn't have to spoke volumes about what she was 
thinking. She wanted me to stare at her ass, wanted me to 
imagine pulling them down just enough to press my cock 
into that wet cleft between her legs. 

"Colin, we can't," she said softly. 

"I don't care." 

I grab her hips and pulled her against me, not giving a fuck 
anymore. I couldn't stand it a single second longer. I was 
done with all the bullshit, all the back and forth. I needed to 
feel her body, and as soon as she pressed herself against my 
hard dick, her lips parted in surprise. I didn't give her a 
chance to react; I just pressed my mouth against hers and 
kissed her hard, savoring the taste. At first, she didn't 
respond, but quickly she wrapped her arms around my neck 



and kissed me back with an intensity I had never seen from 
her before. 

I was practically tearing out of my pants. I wanted to bend 
her over right there, fuck her up against the historical fiction 
section. She pressed herself against me harder, moving her 
hips softly, practically dry humping my stiff dick. I reached 
down and cupped her firm ass, squeezing hard, and I felt as 
much as heard her gasp. 

As soon as I was about to slip my hand between her legs, my 
phone began to vibrate in my pocket. She moved away and 
laughed softly. 

"You're pretty excited." 

"All your fault." 

My phone kept ringing. "You should get that," she said. 

I looked at her. "Fuck my phone." 

"Really, answer it." 

I clenched my jaw. She was right, it could be important. 

"Fuck," I said, as I moved away from her and pulled it out of 
my pocket. 

I looked at the Caller-ID, but didn't recognize the number. I 
flipped open my phone and held it up to my ear. 

"What?" I said. 

"Colin, it's Jimmy." 


I blinked. "Jimmy. I didn't recognize your number." 



I moved away from Bren and spoke softly. I could feel her 
eyes watching me as I spoke. 

“Calling on a burner. We found Fabrizio." 

“Where?" 

“Safe house near Girard in Fishtown." 

“I'm close." 

"How long?" 

“I can be there in fifteen." 

“Better hurry. Our guy thinks Fabrizio knows he was 
followed." 

“Text me the address." 

“Okay." 

I hung the phone up and looked at Bren. 

“Do you have to go?" she asked. 

“Yeah, I do." 

“What about me?" 

“I'll drop you off first. It's on the way." 

She nodded and frowned. "Did they find him?" 

“Might have. Not sure yet." 

She paused. "Be careful." 

I grinned. "Always am." 



Chapter Eleven: Colin 

The address was on a tiny side street in the Fishtown 
neighborhood. It was a blue-collar place on the border 
between Center City and north Philly, and was considered 
one of the oldest places in the whole city. According to some 
people, the Fishtown accent was one of the last few 
remaining original dialects in the whole city. The important 
thing was, though, that people in Fishtown didn't talk to the 
police. They were old school that way, used to growing up 
and living in more dangerous neighborhoods where the rule 
of law wasn't always guaranteed. Sure, they might call the 
cops if they heard gunshots, but mostly because they 
wanted to scare the assholes away. 

I pulled over and checked my gun, not sure why I had been 
giving myself a little history lesson. I flicked off the safety 
and made sure the clip was full before climbing out of the 
car. Silently, I walked the perimeter of the house, but didn't 
see anyone. I kept low, in case Fabrizio was watching from a 
window, my heart beating slowly in my chest. Most of the 
other houses were quiet, too, which made sense since it was 
two in the afternoon on a workday. Still, I needed to make 
sure I was quiet, or else risk getting the cops involved. On 
top of everything else, that was the last thing I needed. 

I jumped the fence into the backyard again and stood next 
to the back door. The yard itself was pretty empty, and 
weeds were beginning to win back the corners. It was pretty 
obvious that nobody had taken care of it in a while. The door 
didn't look particularly sturdy, which was good. I took a deep 
breath and mentally planned out my attack. I had to be 



quick, but I needed to avoid killing the guy if I could. My gun 
was only a last resort, though I was pretty sure he wouldn't 
hesitate to try and take me out if he could. That made things 
even more dangerous, but I really had to avoid killing him. 
Not only would the Italians be pissed, but I was pretty sure 
O'Brian would be unhappy that I'd started a war with his 
most powerful competitors. I was at a huge disadvantage, 
then. Hopefully, he wasn't expecting me. 

I had the element of surprise on my side. Without thinking 
too much more, I braced myself and kicked the door just 
above the knob with all my strength. It buckled, but didn't 
break. I reared back and kicked again and the door flew in, 
splinters scattering all over the place. 

I felt cool and calm and in control. Time seemed to slow 
down and I felt alive, more alive than usual. The kitchen was 
dark. I moved in and crouched down behind the table, silent 
and listening. There was only stillness. I moved fast, my gun 
drawn, and swept through the first floor. The kitchen was 
empty and so was the living room. Nothing looked like it had 
been used in a while, which could be a bad sign. The 
cabinets in the kitchen were all empty and so was the 
refrigerator. Either he wasn't there and Jimmy's information 
was bad, or Fabrizio hadn't stuck around long enough to 
make himself cozy. Either way, there was no sign of him 
hanging around the main part of the house. Silently, I pulled 
open every door that I saw, but found only a bathroom, a 
closet, and the basement steps. 

I clenched my jaw. The basement was a deathtrap. I decided 
to check the upper floors first, and hoped that he would stay 
hidden if he were down there. It was a gamble, but I had no 
other choice. I had to play it safe or else risk getting killed. 



The whole place felt spooky, but most safe houses did. They 
were built purely for functionality, hidden out of the way and 
furnished with the bare minimum. There were no decorations 
on the walls and everything had a secondhand feel to it. 
Some people felt like they were haunted, but really it was 
just the echoes from how empty they were. When a family 
occupies a space, they really fill the house. But safe houses 
stayed empty the vast majority of the time. I couldn't 
imagine staying in one for very long. 

I moved slowly up the stairs, gun at the ready. Sweat 
dripped down my back as a board creaked under my foot. If 
he didn't know I was here, he does now, I thought. There 
was no other noise in the whole place as I strained to listen. I 
got to the top of the stairs and looked left, down a hallway. It 
was empty, and all of the doors stood open. There were no 
shadows or any other clues. To my right was a closed door 
that I guessed would lead to the main bedroom. I opted for 
that door, hoping he'd be in there. It was strange that it was 
the only closed door, and so I tensed for something to 
happen. I had a strange feeling in my gut. 

Once on the landing, I turned the knob and pushed into the 
room fast. Ahead was a single bed with the sheets messed 
up. He was here, I thought, but didn't have much time for 
anything else as a hand appeared from the closet to my 
right. 

It grabbed my wrist and twisted, wrenching my grip away 
from the gun. I had a brief second to get a look at my 
opponent before he smashed his fist into my nose. He was 
young, with dark hair, but I had no clue if it was Fabrizio or 
not. My vision swam as I staggered back, the gun clattering 
to the ground, and I brought my fists up. If he was packing 
himself, I was done for. 



The guy came at me, feinting left, but rushing at my right. I 
caught him as he tried to tackle me and I bashed my elbows 
down into his back. I caught myself against the wall and 
steadied my body weight before trying again. He grunted, 
and I bashed him again, pushing back off the wall. He 
staggered back, his face a mask of rage, but came at me 
again, punching for my face. I ducked and dodged and 
swung back, jabbing twice at his face. The first missed, but 
the second landed square in his teeth. Pain lanced through 
my knuckles and he grunted, stumbling back. I felt 
exhilarated, loving the adrenaline that was coursing through 
me. The only thing I loved more than a fight was fucking. 

“Back off, Fabrizio," I said, advancing on him. “I don't want 
to hurt you." 

I jabbed twice again, but he got his hands up to block them. 

I got in close, practically breathing in his eyes, as I shifted 
my weight and brought my knee up, landing it in his 
midsection. He stumbled back, grunting, clearly not 
expecting that. I knew I had the upper hand and had to 
press. 

Before I could take him down, though, he spoke. “I'm not 
fucking Fabrizio." 

I paused. "What the fuck did you say?" 

“I'm one of Jimmy's guys. I'm not Fabrizio." 

He looked up at me, holding his hands up, and I got my first 
clear look at the guy. I had only ever seen Fabrizio in 
pictures, and although the guy had the same dark hair and 
dark eyes, their faces were totally different. I relaxed 
slightly, staring at him. 


“What the fuck are you doing here?" I said. 



“Jimmy sent me to follow Fabrizio. I got made, though, and 
before I could get in and catch him, he got away." 

"Why did you attack me?" 

"When you see a guy with a gun, it's a good bet he doesn't 
want to chat." 

I sighed and leaned back against the wall, panting. I let my 
guard down. The fight was over. My nose hurt like hell and I 
could taste blood in the back of my throat. The guy settled 
down on the floor. He looked about as bad as I felt. 

"And who the fuck are you?" he asked me. 

"Colin Blake, one of the Irish. Jimmy told me Fabrizio would 
be here." 

The guy nodded. "Colin. I'm Michael Flannigan." 

I nodded, still catching my breath. I had never heard the 
name before, but that wasn't surprising. 

"One hell of a punch you got." 

He grinned. "Yeah, you too." 

"So, what now?" 

"Well, now I go home and ice my fucking ribs." 

"I mean, about Fabrizio." 

He shook his head. "The cocksucker is long gone. Who 
knows where he is." 


"You should fucking know." 



I was pissed. It was typical of the Italians to be sloppy in 
their work. If I had been following Fabrizio, I would never 
have been made. 

He gave me an icy look. "You're not one of my people. Watch 
yourself." 

I clenched my jaw then pushed off the wall and walked over 
to my gun. I picked it up, put on the safety, and slipped it 
into my waistband. 

"Tell Jimmy to call if he hears something. And he better call 
soon." 

"Yeah, sure." 

I walked out of the room, leaving him sitting down on the 
floor. I walked down the steps and headed out the front door. 
My muscles were sore from the sudden burst of energy, and 
my nose was probably broken, but the worst part of the 
whole thing was that Fabrizio was still somewhere out there. 
And the fact that he gave one of Jimmy's guys the slip 
meant he was probably pretty good. Or maybe Jimmy's guy 
was just totally inept. Either way, I had my work cut out for 
me. 

I had hoped it would be an easy job, catching Fabrizio, but 
so far he had managed to avoid both the Italians and the 
Irish. That alone was an impressive feat. O'Brian had pretty 
much half of the Right People out looking for Fabrizio, which 
was cutting into everyone's profits, but he was worried 
about his daughter and was willing to do whatever it took to 
solve her problem. Philly wasn't that big of a city; sooner or 
later, someone would rat him out. When they did, I had to be 
ready to do whatever it took to bring him down. I wasn't 
about to be like Jimmy's guy and let Fabrizio get away. I 



would do whatever I had to do to make sure he never got 
near Bren. 

I climbed into my car and clenched the steering wheel. 

The memory of Bren's body pressed against my hard dick 
came flooding back. I had walked out on her, practically half 
way to finally getting to feel exactly what her smooth skin 
felt like under mine, all for nothing. 

Fucking Fabrizio would pay for that. 

I sped toward O'Brian's, ready to finish what I had started 
earlier that day. 



Chapter Twelve: Brenna 

Back home, I stretched out on the couch in front of my dad's 
big TV but didn't bother to turn it on. I had planned on 
reading all afternoon, but Colin had decided to completely 
rework everything I'd had in mind. 

One second he was telling me how badly he wanted to fill 
me up right there in the book store, and the next he was 
speeding through the streets like a madman and practically 
throwing me out of the car. 

But the thought of his hard dick pressed up against me 
drove me crazy. I can't stop imagining how soaking wet I was 
listening to him tell me what he wanted to do to me, and 
how badly I wanted it. All thoughts of our future relationship 
were gone, and there was only his body pressing against 
mine. I had never done something like that before, where we 
could so easily get caught. 

And he doesn't even like cats , I thought to myself, grinning. 

I was acting like a kid with a crush but I couldn't help it. 
Despite the lies of omission and what he did for a living, 
there was something deeply magnetic about that man. 

Technically, though, I was still married. Although / knew that 
didn't count, Vince hadn't quite figured it out yet, and 
apparently it meant that he had a real claim to me. I was 
finished with him, with all of New York City. I only hoped that 
Colin didn't get hurt hunting him down. 



Suddenly, I heard the front door open. Maybe it's him, and 
it's all over. I sat up and looked over at the hallway as my 
father turned the corner and smiled in at me. 

“Hey, Dad," I said, a little disappointed. 

“How are you?" 

He walked into the living room and sat down on the big 
leather arm chair. 

“I'm fine. Tired of being cooped up here, though." 

He laughed. “I'm sure you are. It won't be much longer, I 
promise." 

“Is that where Colin is right now?" 

He gave me a shrug. "Who knows with that boy." 

“Come on, Dad. At least keep me informed." 

“Since when did you want to know about the business?" 
"Since I was stupid enough to marry one of you." 

That made him laugh, and he nodded. 

"A real mess you got yourself into." 

I looked away. “Yeah." 

“But don't you worry. You're the safest you could ever be 
here." 

"I'm sorry you have to do this." 

“You don't have to apologize." 



"And for all that other stuff. You know, back then." 

There was a short pause and I looked back at him. 

"Water under the bridge. You're home now." 

"Yeah, I guess I am." 

"And you can stay as long as you like." 

I realized that it was the first time since I had come home 
that I was having a real conversation with my dad. We had 
talked at the little party he threw for me, but it was mostly 
meaningless chatter, the sort of stuff you did at gatherings 
like that. We hadn't really talked about anything. In fact, 
over the years we had never really said much to each other, 
aside from empty pleasantries. I wanted to change that. 

I wanted to change a lot of things. 

"Dad, why Colin?" 

He blinked at me. "What do you mean?" 

"Why Colin? I mean, why are you adopting him, and why did 
you take him in back then?" 

He nodded. "So, you know about that." 

"He told me a few days ago." 

"And what do you think about it?" 

"I honestly don't know. But why are you doing it?" 

"That's a good question." 



"I think I get what you see in him, and he tried to explain the 
whole adoption thing to me, but it didn't make sense. So 
why now?" 

"It's a complicated answer, Bren." 

"Go ahead and try me." 

"Well, I wanted a son." He paused when he saw how I 
reacted. "Not that I'm not grateful for you, Bren, because I 
am. But in my business, you need a son to pass down what 
you've earned. That's all there is to it, and I wanted to be 
able to keep everything in the family." 

"But Colin isn't your son." 

"No, not exactly, he isn't. But I took him in and raised him 
and taught him everything he knows about the business. He 
did some things for me over the last few years you were 
away, some very difficult things, and I owe him a lot. That's 
why he got the big promotion he did, even though there are 
other men who think they deserve it more." 

"Do they deserve it more?" 

He shrugged. "Maybe, but Colin is one of the smartest, most 
capable men I have." 

"But that doesn't explain why you're adopting him." 

"I want to make it legal. I know it seems strange that I would 
care about what's legal and what isn't, but it will make 
things easier in the long run. The Mob respects family above 
all else, and making him official will help solidify him as my 
son." 


"Okay, I get that. But what gave you the idea to do it now?" 



He nodded, comprehending. "That was Davin, actually. He 
suggested I adopt Colin the day after you called, actually." 

"So, it's all just a political thing? I mean, he's not really my 
brother." 

I stared at him and hoped he understood what I was trying 
to get at. 

"What do you mean? You don't think of him as a brother?" 

"No, I mean, I guess. But he's not really my brother." 

"No, he isn't. Not biologically, at least." 

I let out a long sigh and relaxed back into the couch. That 
was a good first step, at least. I needed Dad to understand 
that Colin and I weren't siblings, not really. I knew that he 
would freak if he knew what was happening between the 
two of us, if there really was anything happening, but at 
least he wasn't under some crazy delusion that we really 
were brother and sister. 

"But does that matter?" he asked, looking at me. 

I shrugged and didn't answer. 

"The two of you were never close back then, but you did live 
in the same house for a year. He was like an older brother to 
you." He paused and looked at me. "He still is." 

"Yeah, an older brother." 

"It would mean a lot to me, Bren, if you could treat him like a 
part of the family. I know it's strange and a big adjustment, 
and I know you were away for a long time, but you're back 
now. I want us to all be together." 



I nodded, though inwardly groaned. "Okay, I'll try." 


"Good. It would mean a lot to me if we could all be a family." 

The last thing I wanted was to be Colin's family. Family 
members didn't do what I wanted to do with him, but I 
couldn't disappoint my dad. Especially not when he was 
trying so hard to fix the mistake that I had made. 

"I promise I'll try." 

He stood up. "Okay, kiddo. I have to get going again. I just 
wanted to make sure you were okay." 

"Thanks, Dad." 

"Call if you need anything." 

"I will." 

He smiled at me again and walked out. I heard the front door 
open then shut, and briefly I wondered where he slept most 
nights, since he was so rarely at his own house. 

Our conversation played over in my head as I lay there on 
the couch staring up at the ceiling. / can't think of him like a 
brother, even if I wanted to, I realized. Worse, I knew that if I 
acted on what I wanted then I would be disappointing my 
father. 

Which meant that I was stuck. 

Annoyed at my situation, and angry at myself, I got up from 
the couch and went upstairs to take a shower. 




The music on my phone was loud, which probably explained 
why I didn't hear the door open. I had just finished shaving 
my legs, and was about to shampoo my hair, when a voice 
made me nearly jump out of the tub. 

“Cleaning up for me?" 

“Colin?" 

I heard him laugh. "Yeah, it's me." 

“Fuck, you scared me. What are you doing in here?" 

“Checking up on you. Is everything okay here?" 

“Everything is fine. You can't come into the shower 
whenever you want to." 

“I have to make sure you're safe at all times, even when 
you're naked and soaking wet." 

“Don't make that sound dirty. It's the opposite of dirty. I'm 
getting clean." 

I could practically hear him grinning. "You have those yoga 
pants prepared?" 

"No deal. You cut that outing short." 

“Something important came up. And duration wasn't part of 
it." 

“Did you catch him?" I held my breath. 

He paused. "No, he's still out there." 


I could hear the disappointment and anger thick in his voice. 



"You will." 

"You're fucking right I will." 

"Okay, why are you still in here?" 

"You want me to go, say the word." 

I paused. "I talked to my dad earlier." 

I heard him lean against something, probably the sink. 
"Yeah? What was O'Brian doing here?" 

"Checking up on me, apparently." 

"Things still weird there?" 

"Getting less weird. Where does he stay when he's not here, 
by the way?" 

"Sometimes he sleeps on the couch in his office at the pub. 
Sometimes he stays at his other apartment around the 
corner." 

"He'd rather sleep on a couch than in his enormous room 
here?" 

"It's a nice couch." 

"Seriously, Colin." 

"He's a busy man. He doesn't always have the time or the 
energy to come back home." 

"Yeah, must be hard running a mob of violent criminals." 


"You have no idea." 



“He said something else weird, actually." 

"What's that?" 

I paused, not sure I wanted to say it. But for some reason, 
the idea of sharing it with Colin made me feel a little better. 
He was the only other person in the whole world that would 
understand what it really meant to let my dad down. 

“He said he wants us to be a family. You know, since I'm 
home." 

Colin snorted. "Yeah? Like the Brady Bunch?" 

“I guess." 

“We both know it's not real, Bren." 

“He doesn't know that." 

“I don't give a fuck what he thinks anymore." 

I pulled the curtain partially open and looked out at him. He 
gazed back at me, his arms crossed and his back leaning up 
against the sink, his face a mask of anger. 

“That seems like a dangerous thing to say in your line of 
work." 

“Right now, I don't care what's dangerous and what isn't." 

I stared at him. "What do you want, Colin?" 

He pushed off the sink, moving with a languid grace, making 
intense eye contact. 


“You know what I want." 



"You can't do this." 


He stood right in front of me but didn't move to do anything. 
I wanted him to tear open the curtain and take me right 
there in the shower, but I couldn't act. My dad's words were 
still ringing in my ears. 

"I can do whatever I want. You weren't complaining earlier." 

"That was a mistake," I said, looking away. 

"Didn't feel like a mistake." He got closer. "It felt like you 
were moaning in my mouth. It felt like you wanted my thick 
cock between your legs." 

"Colin," I said, blushing again. I hated how easily he made 
me squirm. It wasn't like I had never been with a man 
before, but there was something about him that made me 
flush. 

"I can see it all over your face. You want me to taste you." 
"We can't do this." 

He grinned. "You keep saying that. But your body says 
something different." 

"What's it saying?" 

"You know. I want to hear you say it." 

I looked back at him, at his intense stare, and couldn't stop 
myself. Something inside of me snapped, and I couldn't 
think about anything other than the incredibly gorgeous, 
cocky asshole staring at me. 

"I want you," I said softly. I don't know why I did or where it 
came from, but I couldn't stop myself. 



“Say it all. Tell me what you want." 


I stared at his chiseled jaw and his muscled body. I could feel 
myself blushing, but I had come this far. "I want you to taste 
me." 

Without another word, he pushed the shower curtain open, 
stepped into the water, and kissed me. His clothes were 
soaking through but he didn't seem to care as his hands 
roamed over my skin, pausing only to fit my breasts into his 
palms. Despite the steam and the warm water I felt myself 
shaking for him, needing exactly what only he could give 
me. 

Suddenly, he dropped down to his knees and hooked his 
arms under my legs. He lifted my right foot up and placed it 
on the rim of the tub as he began to kiss my inner thighs. 

“Colin," I gasped, and he looked up at me. 

Water dripped from his perfect face and soaked through his 
clothes, causing them to cling to his body. I gasped as he bit 
me softly. 

“I've been thinking about this for years," he said. 

“Your clothes." 

“Fuck the clothes. Fuck everything else. Fuck, Bren, I want 
you." 

I intertwined my fingers through his hair as his mouth began 
to kiss and lick at my soaked-through spot. I gasped again 
as his tongue found my clit, licking and sucking hungrily. He 
was like an animal, working me with skill and precision, but 
also hunger and passion. His hands squeezed my ass while 



he licked my clit, alternating between soft pressure and a 
warm sucking sensation. 


“Shit, Colin," I moaned. 

I felt his tongue roll down the length of me, and press its 
warm softness into my clit. He licked like that, rolling up and 
down, lapping up every inch of my skin. I couldn't help but 
throw my head back and let out soft moans, confident that 
he'd hold me in place. My knees were shaking as pleasure 
rolled through me. 

His strong arms kept me stable, though, as his mouth and 
tongue continued to lick and suck at my soaked clit. I wasn't 
sure if I was hot from the shower's steam or hot from the 
incredibly sexy man's mouth working my pussy. Probably the 
latter. I had never felt so deeply free and pleasured and 
controlled all at once, and I knew that he wouldn't let me 
fall, not until I came on his tongue. 

“God, you're delicious," he mumbled as he reached up and 
felt my breast. 

“Keep going," I moaned, beginning to roll my hips. 

I gyrated, working my clit against his soft and hard tongue 
and teeth, and he grabbed my ass again, pressing me up 
against his face. I practically rode his mouth as his tongue 
fucked me and I moaned with abandon, my hands pulling at 
his hair. He didn't grunt or budge an inch, only squeezed my 
ass and licked my clit with alternating soft and hard deft 
strokes, not letting up. 

I felt it beginning to build through me as I worked my hips 
faster. He matched my pace, working his tongue along my 
length and clit, sucking and moving in fast swirls. His 
muscles stood out in his arms as he supported more and 



more of my weight. As the orgasm got closer, I knew my 
knees were practically useless. 

I stared down at his face, my mouth hanging open, my entire 
world shrunk down to nothing but his perfect mouth working 
my soaked-through clit. I couldn't think of anything else. He 
held me up against the wall as my back began to arch and 
my skin began to vibrate. 

The orgasm rolled through me like a hammer, taking away 
everything with it. 

“Oh fuck, Colin, fuck, Colin, keep going," I moaned loudly, 
my fingers digging into his head. My voice echoed in the 
otherwise empty bathroom, the steam fogging up the mirror. 
He squeezed my ass in response, licking every inch of my 
clit, as I came on his tongue and his face. 

His strong arms had to support my weight as I lost myself for 
a second. As the orgasm crested and began to subside, I 
tried to stand, and he reacted by lessening his grip on my 
body. Slowly, so painfully and incredibly and amazingly and 
excruciatingly slowly the orgasm passed and he moved 
away from my pussy with one last kiss. 

I leaned back against the shower wall, panting and gaping 
at him. I had never been taken like that before, like I was his 
thing to play with. He licked and ate me like my pussy was 
his prize. 

“I loved hearing my name," he said, grinning. 

“Holy shit," was all I could say. 

“Fuck, you're gorgeous." He kissed my stomach and my 
breasts, standing up. 



I couldn't believe I had given in to that, couldn't believe 
what I said. I couldn't believe I let my future stepbrother lick 
me in my dad's shower. It all came spiraling down on me, 
but instead of panicking I wrapped my arms around him and 
buried my face in his chest. 

“You tasted better than I imagined," he said. 

“Oh, my god. Shut up," I said. 

He laughed. "Don't be shy. You're delicious." 

"You're so gross." 

"I can't wait to taste it again." 

I pulled away and look at him. 

“Colin ...." 

He shook his head. "Don't. Just don't. We're not doing that." 
“You know this can't happen again." 

I felt like a broken record, saying it over and over again, but 
it was true. And besides, I knew that if I didn't keep saying 
it, I would give into him completely. As much as I wanted 
that, I knew I couldn't. 

He stepped back. “Look at me, Bren." 

I stared at him, at his soaking-wet clothes, and laughed. 

"You do look a little ridiculous." 

“I'd soak through a hundred more shirts to taste that again." 


I shook my head and smiled. "Great line." 



He grinned. "Not a line. Just the damn truth." 


"Oh shut up." I reached around him and turned off the water 
then got out of the tub. I wrapped a towel around my body. 

"That's it then? You're going to cover those beautiful 
curves?" 

I shook my head. "Cut it out. Not right now." 

He began to strip off his shirt. "That means later, then." 
"What are you doing?" 

"Taking off these wet clothes." 

I stared as he pulled off the shirt and pants, leaving only 
tight black boxer briefs. 

"Enjoying the show?" he asked. 

"Oh, shut up." I looked away. 

I heard him laugh and pull off the soaked cotton. Before I 
could make a comment, he threw his underwear at me and it 
landed on my head with a wet slap. I nearly screamed as I 
pulled it off me. He leaned back against the shower wall, 
laughing. 

"That's not funny, asshole." 

"That's really funny. You looked great with my underwear on 
your face." 

"You're such a dick." I looked back at him and blinked. 

His abs stood out the most to me, cut and chiseled perfect in 
his center. His whole body was covered in rippling, wet 



muscles, and his dick was half-hard. I stared at his length 
and girth, surprised at his size. He put his hands on his hips 
and grinned at me. 

"Like I said, you're enjoying the show." 

I looked away, blushing. "Clean this stuff up. My dad can't 
see your clothes in here like this." 

"Don't worry, Princess. Your dad won't be home tonight." 

"Quit calling me that." I turned the doorknob and pushed it 
open. 

"Leaving so soon? We were just getting started." 

"I ... need to dry off," I said lamely. 

"Oh, yeah. Me too." 

Without looking back, I walked quickly out into the hall and 
to my bedroom, shutting the door behind me. I had to get 
out of there; if I had looked at him again, I knew that I would 
have done more, much more. 

The tingles and light-headed joy from the orgasm still 
lingered as I sat down on my bed, catching my breath. 



Chapter Thirteen: Colin 

I wrapped a towel around my waist, savoring the taste of 
Bren still lingering on my lips. She had gotten out of the 
bathroom pretty quickly, but I didn't mind. I could see it in 
her eyes, the lust and the need, the same feelings that 
pulsed through my veins. 

I gave her a minute to gather herself then followed her down 
the hall and knocked on the door. 

"Who is it?" 

I turned the knob and grinned in at her. "Expecting someone 
else?" 

She was still wrapped in her towel, her hair soaking wet. It 
hit me all over again how badly I wanted her and how much 
I loved her curves. I could feel my cock already beginning to 
rise against the cotton towel. 

"I was, but I guess you're a close second." 

I shut the door behind me and crossed my arms. "You ran out 
of there pretty fast." 

"It was getting too warm." 

I grinned. "Yeah, I know." 

She rolled her eyes. "Good one. Why aren't you wearing any 
clothes?" 



“Why aren't you?" 

“This is my room." 

“That's a fair point. I guess I forgot." 

"You forgot to get dressed?" 

“I was distracted. And my clothes are a little damp at the 
moment." 

I took a few steps closer toward her. 

“That's not my fault. You have plenty of dry stuff in your 
room." 

“Maybe I do, but it's so far away." 

"You should go check." 

“Nah, I'm good." I sat down at the edge of the bed and 
looked at her. 

She looked away. “I feel like I can't stop saying this, but—" 
“Don't bother." 

She sighed. “I know." 

I moved closer to her on the bed and she looked back at me. 
I stared at her perfect lips as they parted slightly. 

“I'm still a little hungry," I said. 

“Oh, god. Don't say that." 

"What? I can't help it." 



"There's food downstairs." 


I reached up and took her chin, tilting her face toward me. 
"Not what I mean." 

"I know what you mean. You're not subtle." She looked down 
at my crotch, at my dick lifting up the towel. 

"That's your fault." 

"It's my fault you decided you had to make me ... you know, 
right there in the shower?" 

"Yeah, pretty much." 

"Colin, what about my dad?" 

That made me pause. "I don't want to think about him right 
now." 

"Neither do I, but you know how he feels about the two of 
us." She paused. "This would kill him." 

"I don't know if it would." 

"What about your job? I mean, this could be really bad for 
you. Boning the boss's daughter." 

I laughed. "Boning? And I'm pretty sure I haven't done that 
yet." 

She looked frustrated. "You know what I mean." 

I gazed back at her, my grin dissolving into a serious smile. 

"I'm not thinking past this, right here. This is all I want, and 
I'm going to have it." 



She went to argue, but I didn't let her. 


I smothered whatever protest she had, whatever lame 
excuse, with my mouth. I pushed it back down her throat 
with my tongue, and she didn't resist. I knew I had her. 

I was done with the back and forth. I was done with her 
excuses. I was done with her pretending that she didn't want 
me as badly as I wanted her, because I could see it in her 
eyes every time we talked. 

No more hesitation or holding back. I was the kind of man 
that got what he wanted, and in that moment I wanted her. 
And so I took her. 

And she kissed me back. 

Our tongues touched as my body was flooded with desire. I 
had never experienced something so raw and intense 
before, something that I couldn't stop. Kissing her was like 
giving in to an addiction, one I had fought for years. And I 
was done trying. 

I reached up and grabbed the cloth between her perfect tits 
where she pulled up the towel and ripped it off. Her skin was 
still damp from the shower and she let out a small gasp as I 
kissed her neck and squeezed her breasts. 

I felt harder than I'd ever been as she reached forward and 
slipped off my towel. 

“Fuck, Colin," she muttered as she gently grabbed my shaft 
and began to stroke me. 

“I've been imagining your hands on my dick for years," I 
said. 



“I've wanted to taste it—" she started then stopped herself. 


I smirked at her and kissed her again. She began to work my 
length slowly as my fingers found her clit, already soaking 
through. I knew I'd find her wet, but fuck, it was almost more 
than I could bear. She writhed against me as I began to work 
her, but never once stopped rubbing my dick, using the 
slight pre-cum as a lube to roll along my skin. 

After a minute of working me like that, she pulled away. 

“I want to," she said, trailing off. 

"What do you want?" I said in her ear. 

"You know." 

"Say the words." 

"I want to suck your cock." 

I bit her earlobe. "You dirty slut." 

She gasped. "Fuck." 

"You like that?" 

"Yes." She pushed me back, and I propped myself up on my 
elbows. 

She flipped her thick hair over to one side and kissed down 
my abs, lingering on the defined muscles, before finally 
reaching my stiff cock. I could practically hear the blood 
pumping through it, and every fiber of my being was 
screaming for her tongue to touch my tip. She glanced up at 
me and gave me this look, this fucking adorable and 
beyond-sexy look, and then took me in her mouth. 



I gripped the sheets as she sucked me slowly. I'd had plenty 
of girls blow me, but I'd been dreaming of watching my shaft 
slip slowly into Brenna's mouth for years. It was almost too 
much, seeing her gorgeous face begin to suck my cock. 

She worked the shaft of me with her other hand, gathering 
the spit that dropped from her mouth, and began to move 
faster. 

"Holy shit," I groaned. 

She didn't react, only began to suck me harder. It was 
something completely new, some entirely new intense 
sensation traveling through my cock, balls, and skull. She 
began to suck me faster and I watched as her tits bounced 
softly. I looked over her and down her spine, along its curve, 
toward her hips and sweet ass as she continued to suck me. 

"Condom," I grunted at her. 

She pulled my cock from her mouth with a slight pop. I 
almost lost it right here. 

"Top drawer." She nodded at the nightstand. 

I reached over and opened it as I felt her tongue begin to 
lick around my shaft again. I grunted, and tried very hard to 
concentrate on finding a condom. Simple tasks turned out to 
be pretty hard with her mouth distracting me from my work. 

Finally, I found the square wrapper and pulled it out, ripping 
it open with my teeth. I sat up and took her chin in my hand, 
pulling her face from my dick. I smashed my mouth against 
hers and kissed her deeply, letting our mouths open and 
tongues touch. I wanted her taste so badly, wanted every 
inch of her. As we kissed, I moved forward, pressing her back 



down onto the bed. Her tits and hair pooled around her as I 
positioned myself, her legs spread wide for me. 

She looked down at me as I rolled the condom over my dick. 

"Are you sure?" she said. 

"More fucking sure than I've ever been." 

"No, I mean, you're pretty—" 

I didn't let her finish her sentence. I was pretty big, but I 
knew she could take it. And I proved it to her by pressing the 
tip of my dick against her and slowly moving myself inside 
of her. 

It was like coming home. She gasped and gripped the sheets 
as I slid completely into her, the warm and wet walls of her 
pussy gripping my dick like a vice. 

"Fuck, you're tight," I grunted. 

"Oh, my god, Colin." 

I leaned forward and kissed her neck. "I want to fill every 
inch of you." 

I began to work my hips, sliding in and out of her. Every 
motion send thrills and jolts of pleasure through me, and the 
soft moans she let out were almost too much. I clenched my 
jaw to stay in control as her smell and skin and perfect tits 
and hips all worked to overwhelm me. 

"Ah, fuck," she moaned as I began to move faster. 

Her tits bounced with every hard, deep thrust. I grabbed her 
wrists and held them up above her head, pinning her down 
to the bed as I fucked her. I wanted to control her body, to 



make her ring with pleasure as my cock slammed deep into 
her core. I wanted to tear her to pieces and build her back 
up. I wanted to make her come so hard she forgot her name. 

My dick kept thrusting into her and she groaned. 

“Is that what you like, you slut?" I said into her ear. 

“Fuck you," she said back. 

I replied by thrusting my dick in harder and she moaned, 
clearly loving it. 

“Don't talk back to me." 

“Oh, fuck, you asshole," she groaned louder. 

I slammed harder into her, pinning her hands down, and 
licked her nipples and teased them with my tongue. As she 
started to enjoy it, I bit softly, and she moaned. I could tell 
she loved it. 

"You like it when I bite you," I grunted. 

“Ugh, yes, keep going," she said, breathless. 

I adjusted myself and pulled her one leg up, gripping her 
hip, sliding my dick in even deeper. She let out a deep, low 
moan, and her eyes rolled back slightly as I pounded into 
her. My muscles were tense and sweat began to roll down 
our bodies. I worked her that way, hips slightly raised, one 
hand supporting her while the other held her hands pinned 
above her head. Our bodies rocked back and forth together. 

Her hips told me what she wanted. When she wanted it 
harder, her hip worked faster, and I moved to compensate. 
When she wanted it slower, her hips moved less. I moved 



with her and time disappeared, my cock sliding in and out of 
her soaked-through pussy, the only sound our skin pressing 
together and her soft moans. 

And then her body tensed as her hips began to gyrate, 
working hard against my body. I fucked her deep and rough, 
gritting my teeth as my dick slammed into her. 

“Fuck, I'm so close," she panted. 

I kept moving, matching her pace, sliding my dick in deep 
and filling her up. Her hands griped mine as her tits 
bounced with the strength of my strokes. 

“Right there, Colin," she moaned. 

"Are you coming for me?" I grunted at her. 

“Yeah, make me come." 

And I watched as her whole body tensed and began to 
spasm, her back arching and her legs flexing. I kept going, 
fucking her deep and smooth, sliding and filling her soaked 
and tight body as she came. Her eyes rolled back and she let 
out low, deep moans, and I almost lost it as her back bent 
up. 

As soon as it started, it began to subside, and she relaxed. 
"Holy shit," she said, breathing deep. 

I grinned at her, sliding in and out slowly. "Yeah." 

“I don't think I've ever come that hard before." 

"Let's see if we can do better." 


She laughed. "I don't think—" 



I pulled myself out of her, interrupting her sentence, and she 
gasped. I grabbed her hips and flipped her around. Her 
beautiful ass hung up in the air, her soaked pussy aching for 
me. I pressed my face forward and licked her pussy from 
behind. She squirmed but positioned herself better to take 
me. I moved back away, savoring her taste again, and I 
pressed myself back inside her. She let out a loud gasp. 

“That's what I fucking wanted," I grunted at her. 

I began to slide in and out, gripping her hips. She reached 
forward and gripped the sheets. 

“I love this perfect fucking ass," I said and slapped her skin. 

She let out a moan. I slapped her ass again, leaving a red 
mark, and she began to buck her hips back up against my 
hard dick, riding my length. I knew she liked it when I was 
rough, but I didn't realized just how much she wanted it. 

“Fuck yes, take that dick." 

"Again," she moaned. 

I slapped her ass, loving the sound. 

“Oh, fuck. Harder." 

I slapped her ass again, harder, then pushed her face down 
against the comforter and began to thrust into her rough. 
She'd had enough fun and I wanted that pussy; I wanted to 
make it mine. She moaned loudly as I pulled her hair, 
slamming my cock deep into her, beating her pussy up. I 
wanted her to remember my dick for the next few hours, and 
she didn't seem to mind. 



I grabbed her tits and squeezed her nipples, and she kept 
her ass up in the air for me as I moved into her. I rocked 
myself in and out of her sweet, wet pussy, moving faster and 
slower, making her moan as loudly as I could. I loved it, 
loved having control over her body. 

She looked back at me as my pace increased, slamming in 
and out, thrusting my cock into her deeply. Her lips were 
slightly parted, and I could see her body beginning to tense. 

I reached around her hips and began to stroke her clit in 
time with my thrusts. 

That was it. She began to come again from the pressure on 
her clit, and that pushed me over the edge. Her body 
writhing and her moaning drove me crazy. As her muscles 
tensed and her back arched, I could feel myself explode into 
her pussy. 

The sweet nothing, the incredible blank pleasure of an 
orgasm flooded through my body, and there was only Bren 
and her perfect pussy wrapped around my dick, and her 
moans and her skin, and I kept thrusting, helping her come 
as hard as I could. 

And finally, slowly, we both came down. 

I slipped myself from her and collapsed onto the bed. 

“Colin," she said, breathless. 

"Yeah, I know." 

She put her head on my chest. 

We lay like that, breathing in deep, letting the post-fuck 
glow crawl all over our bodies. Usually, I'd be getting into 
the shower and trying to hustle whatever skanky bar whore I 



had brought home out of my place, but there was nothing 
else I wanted in the world than to stay in Bren's bed and to 
feel her heat against mine. 

“That was...." she started, and trailed off. 

“Yeah, it was." 

“I can't say a complete sentence." She giggled. 

I laughed. Her giggle was so fucking cute. 

“You've got sex brain." 

“You fucked the stupid into me." 

I laughed. “I banged your brains out." 

“Ooh, good one." 

I could feel her smiling. 

“You know—" she started again then stopped. 

“What?" 

"Nothing, it's weird." 

I looked at her. “Weirder than 'you fucked the stupid into 
me'?" 

She laughed. "Okay, probably not." 

“So, go for it." 

“Well, it's weird. You know that it was Davin's fault that Dad 
is going to adopt you, right? In a way, it's his fault that I just 



let my future stepbrother give me the best two orgasms of 
my life." 

I felt my whole body go still. "What?" 

She looked up at me. "Yeah, Davin suggested that Dad adopt 
you." 

"How do you know that?" 

"Dad told me." 

"When?" 

"Not long ago." 

"No, I mean, when did Davin tell your dad to adopt me?" 

She thought for a second. "Right around the time I was 
coming home." 

I felt like someone shot me in the chest. My muscles tensed 
as rage replaced whatever contentment and joy I had been 
experiencing. 

Davin. That mother-fucking piece of human garbage shit. 
That cock-sucking swine, that piece of rodent waste. He 
knew this would happen , I thought. 

There was no way Davin would suggest O'Brian adopt me 
unless it somehow benefited him in the long run. There just 
was no way that he would do something that would help 
solidify my position. And he was the only one in the world 
that knew how I felt about Brenna. He knew that I had a 
thing for her and he probably guessed that I wasn't over it. 


And he wanted me to become her stepbrother. 



This was his plan all along. 

I looked down at Bren, horrified. 

“What's going on?" 

“Davin wanted this." 

She sat up, looking at me like I was crazy. "What are you 
talking about?" 

“That's why he suggested the adoption. He knew this would 
happen." 

“How could he possibly know that?" 

I clenched my jaw. I couldn't tell her. “He just did. He's a 
snake, Bren." 

She shook her head. “I don't know what you're talking 
about." 

“Davin would never, ever suggest O'Brian do something that 
would favor me over him. He just wouldn't. So, why would he 
want O'Brian to adopt me?" 

“I don't know. Maybe he's not as bad as you think." 

Bren began to wrap the towel around her, and I knew I was 
losing her. But I was too angry to explain myself properly, 
too beyond-pissed to pull myself back in and try to salvage 
what was happening. 

“It's his plan, Bren. He's a snake fuck." 

“I think I'm going to take a shower." 

“Bren, listen—" 



“It's okay. Really, it's not a big deal. I'm just covered in 
sweat." 

I sighed. "Fine, okay. But I'm not making this up." 

She looked at me for a second, and nodded. “I believe you." 

The tense anger lessened slightly. I leaned forward and took 
her face in my hands and kissed her softly on the lips. She 
didn't pull away. 

“Thanks. I'm going to fix this." 

She nodded. "I don't know what's going on, but I trust you." 
“Okay. Go shower." 

She gave me another long look and nodded again. She 
stood, towel wrapped around her body, walked out of her 
room, and moved out into the hallway. 

I watched her go. I had to get myself under control. Davin 
wasn't the enemy; Fabrizio was the bigger threat. I had to 
deal with him first, and then I could figure out what to do 
about Davin and the adoption. 

One fucking thing at a time. 

I pulled the condom from my dick and wrapped it in some 
tissues. 



Chapter Fourteen: Brenna 

I looked up at the ceiling and could feel him sleeping 
restlessly next to me. It was already pretty early in the 
morning, and although I hadn't slept much the night before, 

I felt wide awake. There was an ache between my legs were 
Colin had worked me the night before, relentlessly bringing 
me to orgasm and letting me dip back down to normal. I had 
never been with a man like that. People always talked about 
being insatiable, but Colin really was starving for me, and 
didn't let up. 

And I loved it. The ache in my pussy, everything. 

I slowly climbed out of bed and wrapped a robe around my 
body. I tiptoed out into the hallway and down into the 
kitchen. The house was silent and empty, like I had 
expected it to be. I was nervous about Dad catching Colin 
and me, but I knew it wasn't likely. He barely lived in his own 
house. 

I regretted the shower after the first time. I didn't know why I 
needed it. I probably just needed a few minutes away from 
him. It was just too intense, what had happened between us. 
And frankly, his anger had scared me a little bit. He nearly 
flipped out when I told him about Davin, and I didn't exactly 
understand what was going on there. I decided it was better 
if I didn't push. 

I put on a pot of coffee and sighed. There was so much 
happening around me that it was hard to keep it all straight. 

I was being chased by my psycho ex-boyfriend who 



happened to be an Italian gangster, and I was fucking my 
soon-to-be adopted stepbrother. Added to that was all of the 
politics and normal dangers of being an Irish Mobster—all 
under my own dad's roof. Who also happens to be the Mob's 
boss. 

As the coffee brewed, I walked to the front door and pulled it 
open. I didn't see the newspaper on the ground, but 
something caught the corner of my eye. I looked up and saw 
a huge knife, like the sort of thing a commando from an 
action movie would use, stabbed into the center of a piece 
of paper. It was like something right out of a horrible dream. 

With some effort, I pulled out the heavy knife and read the 
note. 

No more playing around, Brenna. I'm coming to get you very 
soon. Tell your daddy / said hello. - Vince 

My jaw dropped. I could barely breathe. 

Sometime during the night, Vince had been outside of my 
house. He had been close enough to stab a piece of paper to 
the front door and we didn't even know it. Suddenly, I 
realized how exposed I was standing on my own front stoop 
and ran inside, slamming the door shut behind me and 
locking it tight. 

I read the note again, over and over, and knew it was from 
him. It wasn't a prank or someone else. It was his 
handwriting. It was the way he would word it. I could 
practically hear him saying the sentences in his Long Island 
accent. 

Quickly, I ran upstairs, fear lancing through me. 

“Colin," I called out, opening the bedroom door. 



He stirred. 


“Colin," I said again. He looked up at me and smiled. 
“Morning, Princess." 

“He left a note on the front door." I was breathless and 
staring at him. 

“What are you talking about?" 

I held up the knife. “He stabbed a note to the front door." 

That got his attention. He sat up and took the knife from me, 
weighing it in his hand. 

“What's it say?" 

I held the paper out to him and he took it. He read it over a 
few times and sighed. His hand was clenching the knife. 

“That motherfucker," he said. 

“He was here, Colin. Right outside our door." 

“He can't get in—“ 

"He was right there!" I felt frantic. 

Colin dropped the knife onto the bed and stood up, 
wrapping his arms around me. 

“It's okay, I know. It's okay." 

I wasn't going to cry. I wouldn't let myself cry. But I was 
angry, so fucking angry that my psycho ex had followed me, 
so angry that he wouldn't leave me alone. And I was angry 



that I couldn't take care of it myself. Worst of all, I felt better 
in Colin's arms. 

“I'm sorry, Bren. This is my fault." 

“How is this your fault? This is Vince." 

“No, I've been distracted. He should never had gotten 
anywhere near us." 

I moved away from him. “This isn't your fault." 

“Nice of you to say." 

"Cut it out." 

“I should have been on the roof, or out watching the front 
door. Not in bed fucking you all night." 

Memories from the night before returned to me, flashes of 
pleasure, skin, and more. 

“I'm not sorry about that." 

He grinned. “Yeah, neither am I." 

"What are we going to do?" 

“First, we'll check the security tapes." 

“Security tapes?" 

He nodded and started walking into the hallway. I followed 
him, keenly aware that he was in nothing but a pair of black 
boxer briefs. He moved like a trained fighter, ready to duck 
and dodge at any second. 



“This building is practically a fortress. There are cameras all 
over the place outside. Plus, blast-proof walls and windows, 
and a state-of-the-art alarm system." 

“I knew it was safe. But a fortress?" 

“That's why your dad wanted you here. They could plant a 
bomb on the front stoop and we'd still be fine. Except for 
maybe that little decorative glass window on the front door." 

I followed him to the end of the hall and he opened a door 
that had once been a closet when I was a kid. Instead of old 
blankets and towels, there was a bank of computer screens 
and a keyboard. 

I stood outside of the door while Colin sat down at the 
keyboard and woke up the monitors. It was cramped inside 
and hot as hell from the equipment. 

“This was a closet when I was a kid." 

He laughed. "Your dad made a lot of changes around here 
after you left." 

“I can see that." 

As the screens woke up, I saw that they were live images of 
the outside of the building. Colin scanned the screens and 
seemed to be content. He turned to a monitor to his right 
and began to type. I watched as another video popped up. 

"Okay, this is last night's camera feed." He pointed at one of 
the monitors. “It's that camera. If Vince came up to the front 
door, we'd see him on this." 


He began to fast forward through it. Cars zipped by on the 
screen and people walked down the sidewalk, but nobody 



came remotely close to the building. I leaned against the 
doorframe and watched. 

Colin cursed. "There's nothing on this tape." 

"What do you mean?" 

He shrugged. "He doesn't show up." 

I watched as he rewound it back even earlier and scrolled 
through it. In the beginning, when it was still light out, more 
people came by and way more cars zoomed past. But as the 
sun sank, the crowds thinned out. We watched as the 
minutes ticked by in seconds, and nothing unusual 
appeared on the screen. 

"There's no way," Colin said. 

"Are you sure he'd show up on this one?" 

He nodded. "Absolutely. Let me try a different view." 

He typed some more and another video popped up. This was 
directly out of the front door. 

"Okay, he couldn't have hidden himself from this one. He 
has to show up here." 

We watched again as the night scrolled by. The quality of the 
camera in the front door wasn't as good, but everything still 
came through clearly. It probably took a lot of storage space 
to keep every minute of every day as a video recording. It 
made sense that the quality was as low as possible to save 
on space. 

Suddenly, around three in the morning, a black blob 
appeared on the screen and then disappeared. Colin 



stopped the tape. 


"Got him." 

He rewound it again and played it at normal speed. I gasped 
as a figure suddenly appeared in the left part of the screen. 
He wore a black hooded sweatshirt and a black ski mask 
pulled over his face. We watched as he held something up 
against the door and jammed a knife into it. Then he turned 
and walked away, disappearing off frame. 

"That was him," Colin said. 

"But he wore a mask. That could have been anyone." 

He shook his head. "It has to be him." 

He started typing again and pulled up another video. I stood 
there watching as he went through three more video feeds, 
but didn't find any evidence of the man in the black ski 
mask. 

I watched as he got more and more frustrated. The man 
showed up clearly in the one video of the front door, but he 
didn't appear in any of the other camera feeds. 

"This is impossible," he said. 

"Maybe he's a ghost." 

"Yeah, maybe he is a ghost. I'm not sure I like that any 
better." 

"Seriously, how is he not appearing anywhere else?" 

He shook his head. "I have no clue." 



We stared at the screens for another hour, going through 
each camera feed as slowly as possible. We watched the 
front door feed over and over, and although he appeared 
every time, we didn't learn anything new. Finally, Colin 
turned it all off out of frustration. 

“I don't know how this is happening." 

"Are there any places that the cameras don't record?" 

He shook his head. "No, it's a really good system. He'd have 
to know exactly how the cameras are positioned and figure 
out exactly where the blind spots are. That would take him 
weeks, at least. It's not exactly an easy thing, especially with 
a complicated system like this one." 

"But it could be done by someone that knows the system." 

"Sure, yeah." 

"What if someone told him?" 

He stared at me. "What do you mean?" 

"What if someone in my dad's gang told him?" 

"No way. None of the Right People are that stupid." 

"How else could it happen?" 

Colin was quiet for a second as he considered the 
possibilities. 

"Fuck, this is bad," he grunted. 

Fear pierced through my chest. 


"What do we do?" 



He looked at me gravely. “I need to call your dad." 


I sat in the kitchen drinking coffee for twenty minutes while 
Colin was on the phone. I had no clue what he was saying to 
my dad, but I could tell it was getting heated. Finally, he 
emerged from upstairs fully dressed and looking pissed. 

"I need to go out for a while." 

"What happened?" 

"Your dad isn't happy." 

"Is he blaming you?" 

"Yeah, he is." 

"We both know this isn't your fault." 

He clenched his jaw. "This is my fucking fault. My job is to 
watch over you." 

"Colin—" 

"Listen." He stood close to me and I wanted to reach out to 
him. But I could tell that was the wrong thing to do. "This is 
all fucked up. I'm going to be your stepbrother soon. I can't 
avoid that." 

"I know." 

He looked away. "We should stop this. I need to make you 
safe before anything else happens." 

"I'm not going to beg you to keep fucking me, Colin." 




He looked at me angrily and reached out, grabbed my face, 
and pulled my lips to his. He kissed me intensely and deeply. 
I was shocked at first by his sudden movement, but quickly 
melted into his warmth. Finally, after a minute, he pulled 
away. 

“I want to make you beg. But not like this." 

I blinked and felt something stir inside of me. "I don't want 
to be a distraction." 

"Fuck, you're the only distraction I want. But you know that 
keeping you from that piece of shit is the most important 
thing right now." 

I nodded. As much as I hated to admit it, the idea of never 
feeling his thick cock between my legs again hurt me more 
than I would have guessed. 

"Find him fast." 

He gave me a long look again and nodded. 

"I'm leaving. Some guys are outside watching over the 
place. Don't let anyone in until I come back." 

I nodded. "Okay." 

He turned and walked away without another look. I watched 
him go. 

And then I was alone in the kitchen. I had spent a lot of time 
alone in the house, but that was the first time I really felt it. 



Chapter Fifteen: Colin 

My car roared through the streets as anger pulsed in my 
veins. I couldn't believe I had let that snake get so close to 
Bren, even if there was no way for him to get into the house 
without me knowing. Still, his little stunt had worked, and 
she was clearly afraid again. 

Worst of all, I had no clue how he did it. Bren thought it was 
an inside job, but that didn't make any sense. There were 
very few people with enough knowledge about O'Brian's 
house to help the guy get through its defenses, and I trusted 
every one of them. I even trusted Davin, despite the man's 
constant attempts to undermine me. 

My car came to a squealing halt outside of Jimmy's place 
and I climbed out, slamming the door behind me. I pushed 
my way into the deli and walked through back to the goon 
who sat outside of the back room. People stood staring at me 
from behind the counter but I ignored them. The place was 
empty otherwise, which was good. I wasn't in the mood to 
hold back. 

"I need to see Jimmy," I said. 

He stared me down. "You don't got an appointment." 

"Fuck your appointment. Go get Jimmy or I break your nose." 
The goon stood. 

"We don't have to do this the hard way," I said. 



"You should leave now." 


The guy towered over me. He probably weighed fifty pounds 
more than I did. But he was only a front doorman; he had no 
idea what he was getting himself into. I moved fast, 
snapping my fist out, breaking his nose on impact. The guy 
stumbled back then came at me, blood pouring from his 
nostrils. As he got close, I used his momentum against him, 
twisting to the right and throwing my arms around his 
shoulders, yanking him back and to the side. He stumbled 
and almost fell, but righted himself as I backed off. 
Adrenaline pulsed through me, and although I knew that 
fighting someone in the Italian Mob was a terrible idea, 
especially in his home turf, I couldn't help myself. 

I wanted to break something. I wanted to break something 
real bad. 

He looked pissed and people were staring. I wondered how 
long before the whole situation escalated. I knew I needed to 
finish it before someone decided to pull a piece out and start 
shooting. 

The guy came at me and threw two quick punches. I dodged 
them both, stepping back. He moved forward, trying to 
throw a huge haymaker. He was like a big lumbering 
monster, and I could see everything he was going to do 
before he did it. Faster than he could follow, I stepped into 
his punch and got inside of his reach. I hit him twice, fast, 
once in the nose and once in the jaw. He groaned and 
stumbled back as I followed up with a vicious knee to his 
midsection. He toppled over, hitting the ground hard. I could 
have sworn the whole place shook on impact. 

The big fat bastard had no chance. 

"Okay, enough." 



I looked up. Jimmy was standing in the doorway with three of 
his men and they didn't look happy. They were all holding 
guns, though Jimmy was clearly restraining them. 

"Heyjimmy," I said, grinning. 

"Why did you just beat my doorman senseless?" 

"He wouldn't let me back." 

"No shit. That's his job." 

I shrugged. "Been a rough morning. We need to talk." 

He sighed. "Boys, make sure Tommy is okay." 

Jimmy's men gave me pissed-off looks, but they put their 
guns away at least. I stepped around them as they went to 
tend to their injured friend. If I were lucky, I'd get to beat the 
piss out of them later, too. 

"Don't do that again," Jimmy said as he led me into the 
back. 

"That's fair." 

Although it felt pretty fucking good , I thought. 

He pushed open the door to his office and we took our seats. 
He sighed. 

"So, what's so terrible that you'd beat the piss out of some 
poor asshole?" 

I pulled the huge Bowie knife from my waistband and tossed 
it onto his desk, followed by the note. 



"I found those two things in O'Brian's front door this 
morning." 

"Big knife." Jimmy picked up the note and read it. He 
whistled, clearly surprised, as he got to the end. "Shit, this 
Fabrizio kid has huge balls." 

"He's stalking the house, Jimmy. Where are your people?" 

He held up his hands. "We're trying. But the guy is like a 
fucking ghost. He seems to know exactly what we're doing 
before we do it." 

"Yeah, I know what you mean." 

"Speaking of that, I know my doorman isn't the first Italian 
you beat the fuck out of lately." 

I laughed, remembering. "In my defense, that was his fault." 

"It was, but shit, Colin. You need to get yourself together." 

"Fuck that." I put my hands on his desk. "I'm not doing shit 
until Fabrizio is found." 

Jimmy leaned back in his chair and stared at me for a 
minute. "You have a lot at stake here, don't you?" 

"O'Brian put me in charge of this." 

"And it's his daughter. Pretty girl." 

I cocked my head. "Watch it." 

"I'm just saying. Nobody wants to see her hurt." 

"What are you going to do about this?" I nodded at the 
knife. 



He shook his head. "I don't know, man. Our people are 
scouring the city, just like yours are." 

I sighed and leaned back, returning to my chair. I knew I was 
giving him a hard time for no reason. There was nothing 
Jimmy could do that he hadn't already tried. Jimmy was only 
middle management, after all. 

"There's one other thing," I said. 

"Fuck someone else up I should be worried about?" 

I grinned and shook my head. "It's about the note. When I 
looked at O'Brian's security take footage, Fabrizio only 
appears on one feed." 

"What do you mean?" 

"O'Brian has like, ten cameras watching his house at all 
times, but Fabrizio doesn't appear on any of them. Except 
for the front door, and he couldn't have possibly avoided 
that one." 

"How the fuck could he do that? Tamper with the tapes?" 

"No way. It's all internal." 

Jimmy looked thoughtful. "He has been mysteriously 
slippery. Maybe he's just way more skilled than we thought." 

"Maybe he's not, though." 

"What do you mean?" Jimmy cocked his head at me. 

"What if he has help?" 


He let that one sink in. "That's a dangerous thing to say." 



"I know it is. But think about it. He's always one step ahead. 
And now he's slipping through our boss's security like it's 
nothing.'' 

"Who could give him that information?" 

"Not many people. If he has inside help, then he has 
someone serious on his side." 

Jimmy nodded gravely. "Who have you told about this?" 

"Nobody, yet. I'm still working it out." 

"Well, don't talk about it. Keep it quiet for now. I'll do some 
digging and see what I can find." 

"I'd appreciate that." 

"And Colin? No more beating on my people." 

I grinned. "Okay. I promise. Fora while, at least." 

I stood up feeling deeply unsettled. 

"Take care." 

"You too, Jimmy." 

He nodded and I turned and left. The whole thing stank. 
Everything about what had happened pointed toward a rat 
in the Mob. Worse, it pointed toward a higher-up rat. That 
was a big, fat, stinking rat. 

I passed back through the front of the store. Jimmy's guys 
were still looking at the doorman. I gave them a nod as I 
walked by and the doorman flipped me off. / deserved that, I 
thought as I left the store. Fortunately, the guys weren't 
dumb enough to follow me. 



Back in my car, I sat with the engine off, trying to come up 
with my next move. 


Truthfully, as much as I hated it, there were no other options. 
I had to escalate the whole thing before it really got out of 
hand. 

I pulled out my phone and called O'Brian. 



Chapter Sixteen: Brenna 

The guys out front were trying to blend in, but even I could 
pick them out. They were sitting in a big black SUV and wore 
dark sunglasses. One was pretending to read the newspaper 
and the other was pretending to be on his phone. 

I stepped back from the window and sighed, collapsing back 
onto my bed. Colin had been gone for a few hours, and 
although I felt pretty safe with the muscle sitting out front, I 
wanted him to come back. Things were all mixed up and 
weird, but for some reason he made it easier to handle. Even 
if he was a huge asshole, and even if I was only a distraction 
to him, I still felt better when he was in the house. 

Nothing was worse than being trapped in my dad's place. 
Frustrated, I got up and went to the window again. I looked 
out at the city, or at least at my dad's block, and watched 
people walk by. It was amazing the sheer number of different 
people that moved through the streets on a given day. And 
the number of cars. There was never any parking. 

Then I noticed: the black SUV that had been guarding the 
house was gone. There was a big gap where it had been. 

Curious, I walked downstairs. All day there had been a 
bunch of different guys coming in and out, and although 
they never said much to me, I knew they were my dad's 
boys. But suddenly, the house was completely empty. 


Hello?" I called out. 



Nobody responded. I felt pretty creeped out, but there was 
no way the guys would just abandon me. Maybe they were 
on a little break, or other guys were replacing them soon. I 
sat down on the couch and nervously stared at the TV. 

Nothing happened. For ten unbearably slow minutes, 
nobody came or went. The house was big and still. 

That's when I heard the noise. It was a scratching at the 
front door. 

The image of that huge knife stabbed through the paper 
came back to me. I couldn't help but picture the man from 
the tape kicking down the door. I could hear Vince's voice, 
smell his skin, and a disgusted shiver ran down my spine. 

I stood up and was ready to yell out or maybe attack 
whoever was on the other side when the door pushed open. 

"Bren?" 

I let out a huge breath. 

"I'm over here," I said. 

Colin walked into the room, followed by my dad. 
"Everything okay?" Colin asked. 

I nodded. "Yeah, you guys just scared me, is all." 

Dad grinned. "No need to feel scared, my dear." 

"Your guards left." 

"I told them to take off." 

I nodded. "Well, welcome home, I guess." 



They stood staring at me for a second, and I thought I might 
have food on my face. Or maybe I had fallen asleep and 
there were weird patterns pushed into my skin from the 
pillow. 

"What?" 

"Your dad wants us to have family dinner." Colin gave me a 
grin. 

"Oh, okay." 

"Yes, family dinner." That seemed to snap dad out of 
whatever was bothering him. "I have food coming soon. Go 
get ready to eat." 

He walked out of the room and headed upstairs. 

Colin stood there looking at me. His expression softened 
once Dad had left the room. 

"What's going on?" I asked. 

"He wants to move you." 

"What do you mean, move me?" 

"He wants to get you out of the city." 

I opened my mouth then closed it. I shook my head. "No, I 
want to stay." 

"Bren, he has a point." 

I gaped at him. "Are you serious?" 


"You'll be safer somewhere else." 



"No. I can't keep running from this." 

"Yes, you can. And you will, until we catch your husband." 

"He's not my husband," I snapped. I didn't understand why 
Colin was trying to get rid of me, but I guessed he had his 
reasons. "As soon as he's caught, we'll sign divorce papers." 

"You know what I mean. Once we have him, you can do 
whatever you want." 

"Why are you doing this?" 

He stared at me for a second then shrugged. "Trying to keep 
you safe." 

"I'm not going anywhere." 

I moved past him and started for the stairs. 

"I'm not sure you have a say in it," he called out after me. 

I glared at him. "We'll see about that." 


Dinner was about as awkward as I had anticipated. 

Dad sat at the head of the table, and me and Colin sat across 
from each other on either side of him. The food was from an 
Italian place I loved as a kid, and although the food was 
delicious, I was still seething about what Colin had said. 

I understood the position I was in. I understood that my 
father was doing everything he could to keep me safe and 
was trying to fix my mistakes. I understood that Colin was 
going above and beyond by living with me, by putting his 
whole life on hold, just to protect me. But I couldn't have 




them dictating what I did at every second of the day. They 
were trying to send me away like I was some disobedient 
teenager. 

The silence was thick over the table as we ate. I realized it 
was our first real family meal, though Dad would freak if he 
knew what his adopted son and his daughter were doing. 

Then again, I wasn't sure if Colin had actually signed the 
papers or not yet. 

Finally, Dad cleared his throat and broke the silence. I didn't 
feel like talking to them, but I was thankful that the 
awkward tension was finally breaking. 

“So, Brenna. Colin tells me you two spoke about the plan." 

I nodded. "I'm not okay with it." 

He blinked, then looked at Colin. "That's not what you said." 

Colin shrugged. "I said I'd work on her." He looked at me. "I 
worked on you pretty hard, right?" 

I almost choked on my food. Colin was grinning at me 
sadistically. I decided to sidestep his obvious insinuation. 

"Dad, you can't just decide you're shipping me off. I'm not a 
little kid anymore." 

"He knows that, Bren. You're all grown up now." 

I stared daggers at Colin. 

"He's right. I know you're grown. But you're out of your 
depth on this one, kiddo." 



"I understand that you're the professional in this," I said, 
ignoring Colin's looks. "But you have to at least ask me 
first." 

Dad nodded. "Okay, that's reasonable." 

"We're trying to look out for you," Colin said. 

"I know that." 

"It won't be for long," Dad added. "We'll find the guy soon 
enough." 

"Where do you want me to go, anyway?" 

"Out in Lancaster. I own a little farm. You'll hide out there." 
"Nobody knows about it," Colin said. 

"Since when did you have a farm?" 

He shrugged. "I've made some discreet purchases these last 
few years." 

"We're all about being discreet," Colin said. 

I almost wanted to vomit. What was wrong with him? He was 
suddenly being so obvious about it, almost as if he wanted 
to rub it in my dad's face or something. Was he trying to get 
us caught? He kept grinning at me and giving me these 
looks, and as much as I hated him in that moment, I had to 
admit that he was incredibly attractive. 

It was pretty weird, hating and wanting your stepbrother. 

"So, I'm just going to go live in the middle of nowhere until 
you catch Vince? What if he follows us?" 



“He won't follow," Dad said. 


"What if he does?" 

“I'll be with you," Colin said. 

I blinked. "You're coming?" 

“I will be, yeah." 

I rolled my eyes at him and Dad remained totally oblivious. 

“That's right. I'm sending Colin with you." 

“So, you're sending me out into the middle of nowhere with 
him?" 

I couldn't believe what I was hearing. Was my dad 
desperately trying to put me in the most secluded spot 
imaginable with the one man that I wanted to go down on 
more than anything in the world? 

“He's your brother now, Brenna. He'll take care of you." Dad 
looked at me like my head was spinning in circles. 

“That's right, sir." He looked at me and grinned. "I'm your 
protective older brother." 

I took a big bite of food to hide my embarrassment. 

“Jokes aside, Bren, he can take care of you." 

"I really can." 

I chewed and couldn't meet their eyes. If only my dad knew 
how Colin was taking care of me—and how badly I wanted 
him to keep doing it, even though I was beyond frustrated 



and furious with him for making jokes that could ruin 
everything. 


“Can you do this for me?" Dad asked. "It won't be for long. If 
I don't have to worry about keeping you safe, I can 
concentrate on finding that piece of shit." 

I swallowed and sighed. "I'll think about it, Dad." 

"Think fast. I want to move you tomorrow." 

"Okay. I'll give you my answer in the morning." 

He nodded. "Fine. Enough business talk now. Enjoy the 
food." 

We ate in a strained silence for a few more minutes before I 
excused myself, leaving Colin and Dad sitting at the table. I 
was so embarrassed at Colin's comments that I had to get 
out of there, even if it was a little rude. I cleared my plate 
and silverware then went out onto the roof deck, dropping 
down in my favorite chair. 

Colin knew how to work me. Even when I didn't want him to. 


I sat out on the roof for a half hour, thinking over the 
decision I had in front of me, but I was no closer to choosing. 
The city spread out all around me, and I desperately didn't 
want to leave it. Although I knew it was probably the right 
decision, and that Colin and my dad only had my best 
interests at heart, I still didn't want to go. For some reason, I 
felt like if I left, then I would never come back. It took me so 
long to find my way back to Philadelphia, and it was finally 
beginning to feel like home. I had reconnected with Nick, 




even if only briefly, and I wanted to turn that back into a real 
friendship. 

Even though I was practically a prisoner in my own home. 
And I was being stalked by my psycho ex-husband, or 
whatever he was. 

Still, the city just felt right. But worse than that, though, I 
felt like running away would be giving in to Vince. He 
wanted me to be scared. He had always been that way, even 
when we were together. He wanted to control me through 
fear and he was willing to do whatever he had to do to keep 
me terrified at all times. If I was scared, he liked to tell me, 
then I was more likely to listen to him. 

I had no clue why it took me so long to leave him. I must 
have been brainwashed or something. 

It hadn't been all bad, of course. But looking back on it, 
there wasn't as much good as I had thought there was. 

As I continued to struggle with my decision, Colin walked 
out onto the roof deck. I looked up at him and frowned. 

“What do you want?" 

“That's not a very friendly greeting." 

“Why should I be friendly to you?" 

"Well, I am your older brother, after all." 

I sighed, exasperated. "You're not my brother." 

He sat down across from me. "No, but your dad wants me to 
be." 


"Did you sign the papers?" 



He blinked and stared at me. I was afraid of the answer, 
afraid of it either way. If he had signed, it meant we really 
were going to be related. But if he hadn't, well, that meant 
something else completely, and I wasn't sure I was ready to 
figure that out. 

“Don't worry about the papers," he said, dodging. 

“Okay, then, how about we worry about that crap at dinner 
instead?" 

He laughed. "You didn't like that?" 

"Are you insane? You were practically screaming it out." 

"What, you don't want me to?" He stood up and walked over 
to the edge of the roof. 

"What are you doing?" I said, suddenly afraid. 

He grinned back at me then looked out at the city. 

"I'm fucking Brenna O'Brian," he yelled out. 

"Stop it!" I stood up. 

"I'm fucking my stepsister! I'm fucking my Mob Princess! I'm 
fucking Brenna O'Brian and her pussy is sweeter than 
sugar!" he yelled even louder. 

"Cut it out, holy shit. Dad is going to hear you!" 

He looked back at me and laughed, almost doubled over. 

"Great. I'm so glad you think this is funny." 

"No, I don't," he gasped, still laughing. 



I rolled my eyes at him. I was starting to think he had two 
completely different personalities. One part of him was 
serious and intense, and the other loved to push my buttons 
like nobody I'd ever met before. I never knew which Colin I 
was going to get on any given day. 

“If you're going to be like this, just go back inside." 

He shook his head. "No, I'm done. It's fine," he said, getting 
himself under control. 

“Seriously, you can't do shit like that." I realized I was pretty 
pissed. 

“Relax. Your dad left almost as fast as you did, and none of 
his guys are anywhere nearby. We're very alone up here." 

I shook my head. "That's not the point. You can't just be 
reckless with this." 

He sat down in the chair next to me. “I've had a really 
fucking rough few days. Sometimes, being reckless helps." 

"Fine, whatever. Go drive your car too fast or something. 
Leave me out of it." 

“But you're the most fun thing in my life." 

I rolled my eyes. “I'm not like some toy or something." 

“Maybe not. But I love to play with you." 

I didn't take his bait. "We need to talk about this farmhouse 
thing." 

"Okay, let's talk." 


"I don't want to do it." 



“I know that.” 


"But I know that I should," I continued. "I know that it would 
be best if I just went out there and let this all blow over.” 

"But?" he asked. 

"But I'm afraid that if I go there, I'll never come back. I don't 
know why. It took me so long to get here again, and now I'm 
afraid I'll lose it." 

He shook his head. "You won't lose anything. It's temporary. 
And I'll be with you." 

"That makes me nervous, too." 

He leaned close to me. "What, you don't want to be alone in 
a beautiful, secluded farmhouse with your older brother?" 

"Not if you keep calling yourself my brother." 

"Fine. But imagine what we could get accomplished out 
there together." 

"Accomplished?" 

"Sure. I bet there are records we could break. Number of 
orgasms in a day, that sort of thing." 

"Is that all you think about?" 

"When I'm alone with you, it is." 

I looked away. "I can't help but think it's a bad idea." 

"Look, Bren. If you really don't want to go, we won't go. I 
talked to your dad before he left, and he agreed that we can 
stay if you're serious about it." He paused and reached out, 



pulling my chin toward him. He was staring at me again with 
that intense, hungry gaze. "But you should go. It's the right 
thing." 

I didn't fight him as he leaned forward and kissed my lips 
softly. I kissed him back, starving for him. I had gone all day 
without his taste, and I hated to admit it, but I missed it. 
Finally, he pulled away, leaving a small trail of tingling 
running up my spine. 

"So you'll go?" he asked. 

I shook my head. "I haven't decided. You can't just seduce 
me into it." 

"Damn," he said, smiling. "I thought that would work." 

"Good try, though." 

"Who said I was finished?" 

I laughed. "What are you going to do?" 

Suddenly he stood and towered over me. I looked up at his 
muscular body. 

"What do you want me to do?" he asked softly. 

"Come on, Colin. We're out in the open up here." 

He leaned down over me, his eyes dripping lust, and cupped 
my chin firmly. My lips parted as he grinned at me. 

"I don't give a shit where we are." 


"Well, I do," I said, trying to turn away. 



He held my head fast. I was about to yell at him, but 
suddenly he pressed his mouth against mine again, kissing 
me hard. I was about to complain or to stop him, but I knew 
that would be a lie. My panties were already practically 
soaked through, even though I hated it. 

Slowly, I felt his other hand slip down under my waistband 
and press against my soaked spot. I gasped, surprised, as he 
began to softly massage me, rubbing my clit and kissing my 
lips. I shivered, loving it. 

“Colin," I gasped as his fingers slipped into my panties and 
found my soaked skin. 

"You don't seem to mind." 

“Not up here." 

“Yes, up here." His fingers moved circles around my clit and I 
let out a soft moan. 

"If we get caught...." 

“Let me worry about that." He slipped a finger inside of me 
and I shivered. 

“Shit, shouldn't you be like, downstairs protecting me?" 

He grinned. "I'm protecting you right now." 

I gasped and arched my back as his fingers found my clit 
again. I spread my legs wider, giving him more room to 
move. He smirked. 

“Quit pretending to fight," he said. 

He kissed me again then, his tongue entering my mouth, 
and I gave up any pretense at resistance. Maybe there were 



people in the houses all around us, or maybe Vince was 
breaking down the front door, but I didn't care. All I wanted 
was Colin's body, his hard dick, his muscled arms, the way 
he worked me like an animal to the brink then pushed me 
gently over. 

I reached out and felt the outline of his cock through his 
pants. He grunted as I began to work his length through the 
fabric. After a second, I pulled away from his kiss and began 
to fumble with his belt. He pulled his hand from my yoga 
pants as I pulled his belt off and tore his pants down. He 
grinned at me, his pants pooled around his ankles, as I 
began to kiss along the outline of his dick through his black 
cotton boxer briefs. 

“Don't just fucking play with it," he grunted. 

"Why not? It's so much fun." I looked up at him. 

He reached forward and grabbed my hair in his fist. I 
gasped. 

“God, I want to fuck those perfect lips of yours." 

“How long have you been thinking about that?" 

"Hours. Years." 

“I can tell." I slipped his briefs down and took his hard dick 
in my hand. He released my hair and grunted as I smiled up 
at him. 

“Don't fucking tease me." 


“I wouldn't dare." 



I opened my mouth and licked the tip of his cock slowly then 
slipped it into my mouth, sucking him hard. He groaned as I 
pushed it deeper into my mouth, taking as much of him as I 
could. 

“Fuck, I love that," he grunted. 

I began to move up and down along his length, sucking his 
thick cock, losing myself in his taste and his grunts. I wanted 
to make him feel, I wanted to make his whole body tense, 
and I wanted him to come harder than he ever had before. I 
began to work his shaft with my other hand, not caring 
about the saliva trailing along it. 

"You like sucking my cock on the roof?" he grunted. 

I pulled his dick out of my mouth and he gasped. I began to 
jerk his length up and down as I looked up at him. 

“I want to take every inch of you," I said. 

“That's what I like to hear." 

I slipped him back into my mouth and he pressed onto the 
back of my head, slipping his dick further into my throat. I 
suppressed a gag, wanting him so badly, loving that he was 
taking what he wanted. His hips began to rock, sliding his 
dick in and out of my mouth. His hands were a strong 
pressure on the back of my head and I reached out to brace 
myself with my hands on his muscular legs. 

“Fuck, that pretty mouth," he grunted. I let him fuck my 
face, let him do what he wanted, because I needed it. I ran 
my tongue along the base of his dick as he thrust into my 
mouth, fucking my face and taking what he wanted. 



Finally he pulled me away and I caught my breath. Without 
another word, he pulled me up off the chair and stood me up 
in front of him. He tore my shirt off and unhooked my bra as 
he kissed my neck and shoved his hand down my yoga 
pants again. It was pure pleasurable agony as his fingers 
worked around my soaked clit under my useless panties. His 
other hand massaged my full breast as he kissed my neck 
and collarbone. 

I grabbed his thick cock in both hands and began to work 
him, using my spit to slide along his length. He grunted and 
suddenly spun me around, pushing me forward. I let out a 
gasp as he bent me over the chair and pulled my yoga pants 
and panties down off my ass. 

“Stay right there," he said. 

I looked over my shoulder and watched as he found a 
condom in the pocket of his pants and ripped it open with 
his mouth. He grinned at me. 

“Don't move. I love that perfect fucking ass in the air, 
waiting for me." 

I blushed but did exactly as he said. He rolled the condom 
down his heavy dick and positioned himself back behind 
me. 

"Do you want me to fuck you up on this roof?" he said. 

“Don't make me beg," I whined. 

“I want to hear you say it." 

I gasped as I felt his fingers press inside of me. He lifted my 
one leg up, placing my foot flat onto the chair with his other 
hand. 



“Fuck, okay. Yes, fuck me up on the roof. Please." 


“That's a good girl." He slid his fingers from my tight pussy 
and I felt his strong hands grab my hips. 

I had half a second of nothing, and then I gasped as his cock 
flooded inside of me. 

I groaned, gripping the back of the chair, as his dick filled 
my every inch. He grunted and then laughed. 

“You're so fucking tight," he said. 

I moaned as he began to slide in and out of me, slowly at 
first. His muscular body worked behind me, and his right 
hand found my clit as he slid in and out. I thought about 
biting the chair to stifle my moans, but the biggest part of 
me didn't care at all. I wanted people to hear me, I realized. I 
wanted Colin to fuck me until I came and was nothing. I 
wanted to be the thing he thought about alone in his bed 
each night. 

I wanted to be in his bed each night. 

He began to move faster, his heavy cock slamming into my 
tight pussy, and that perfect agony and pleasure flooded 
through me. He grabbed and massaged my breasts, working 
my nipples, as he fucked me harder. 

“I wonder who can fucking see you," he grunted in my ear. 
He grabbed my shoulders and pulled me back toward him, 
exposing my chest. “I want everyone to see these perfect 
tits." 

Any other time, I would have blushed. Any other man, and I 
would have left. But I wanted Colin to show me off to 
whoever was around to watch. 



"You like this, don't you?" he asked, surprise in his voice. 
"Shut up," I said. 

"You do like it! You want people to watch you get fucked by 
my big cock." 

"Oh, my god," I moaned. 

"You dirty girl. I want everyone to see me fucking you up 
here, Mob Princess, dirty slut." 

I began to work my hips, bucking back against him. I 
dropped my foot down off the chair and moved forward, 
kneeling onto it. He helped me forward and held onto my 
hips as he continued to thrust into me. 

"Fucked on the roof of your daddy's house," he grunted. 

I cursed, moaning loudly, bucking my hips back wildly. The 
pleasure was rocking through me. I could feel my heart 
hammering in my chest as his strong hands gripped my hips 
and pulled me back against his thick cock. 

"Oh, my god, I'm so close," I moaned, completely lost in the 
moment. 

"You want to come for me?" 

"Please," I moaned again, begging. 

"You really want it?" His breath was warm in my ear. 

"Please, let me come." 


"You better make it loud. I want everyone to hear." 



That set me over the edge. He matched my pace, my hips 
working along his hard shaft, his hands strong on my hips, 
and I felt the orgasm wash over me. My whole body tensed 
and began to shake, my hands gripping the back of the 
chair tightly. My back arched as he continued to work me 
and I came, I came harder than I'd ever come before. The 
whole world was blank, and I could hear myself moaning 
loudly. I didn't care who heard, the only thing in the world in 
that moment was Colin taking my tight pussy from behind 
and the orgasm rocking through me. 

And slowly, it subsided. He continued to fuck me rough, 
though, not letting up one bit. 

“I'm fucking close too," he grunted. 

“Wait," I gasped. 

I pushed back off the chair, causing him to stumble 
backward. I felt his dick slip out from me as I turned around, 
sitting on the chair. 

“What, why—“ 

But he didn't finish his sentence as I ripped the condom 
from his dick and began to suck him hard. 

“Oh, shit, is that what you wanted?" he said. 

I pulled his dick out of my mouth. “I need to taste you." 

He didn't say anything, just took my head and pressed it 
back down on his dick. I felt him slide into my throat and 
begin to fuck my mouth as I worked him with my other hand. 
I sucked him and let him fuck my mouth, and he grunted 
loudly. I could tell he was close, and I was aching for it. I felt 



his eyes staring at my tits as my mouth worked along his 
shaft and I wanted every drop. I wanted to suck him dry. 

And then he pressed me down one more time and I felt it. 

His cum was hot and thick as it filled my mouth and I took it 
all greedily, swallowing him with ease. He grunted and 
groaned loudly as he came, his hands hard on the back of 
my head, and I continued to lick and suck him, working him 
as he came into my mouth. 

It was salty and thick and warm and sweet all at once, and it 
was exactly what I had wanted. 

Finally, his orgasm finished. I slid him from my mouth and 
licked him clean, making sure to get every drop. 

He looked down at me and I looked back up at him. He 
grinned, and I smiled back, and then he laughed. 

“That was fucking ...." 

“Sorry," I blushed, realizing what I had just done. 

“Don't ever apologize for that. You're fucking amazing." 

He smashed his mouth against mine, kissing me deeply. I 
was surprised but eased into the kiss. He crouched down in 
front of me and wrapped his arms around my waist, pulling 
my body against his muscular chest. We kissed deeply like 
that, still somehow needing each other. 

Finally it ended, although I never wanted it to. 

“Do you think anyone saw?" I said into his ear. 


He laughed. “I sure fucking hope so." 



I could feel the red in my cheeks. But for some reason, I 
didn't mind it. 



Chapter Seventeen: Colin 

The image of her ripping off the condom and sucking my 
dick like it was the last thing in the entire world would never 
leave me. It was practically seared into my brain. I knew it 
was a risk, but I also knew that if I had never fucked her up 
on that roof deck then I would have regretted it forever. 

I lay on my bed in my own room while Bren was off in the 
shower. I still couldn't believe how excited she was when I 
talked about showing her off to the neighborhood. That little 
exhibitionist, I thought with a grin. I felt my cock begin to 
stiffen already in defiance of normal human biology. 

That was what she did to me. She had no clue but I wanted 
to touch and lick every fucking inch of her body and take 
her on every inch of the world. The fact that she wanted to 
taste my cum sent shivers down my spine. 

I had never intended to let myself get so sucked into her, 
but it happened. It was probably inevitable, really, despite 
how hard we both resisted it at first. I'd been dreaming 
about her for years, imagining what could have been, and 
suddenly she showed back up looking fucking incredible. I 
couldn't help but try and press her buttons again. 

The shower turned off in the other room and I pictured her 
stepping out of it dripping wet. 


Fuck, she was going to be the death of me. 



I stood up, wearing only my boxer briefs and a tight white 
beater, and opened my door. I grinned as Bren walked down 
the hall connecting the bathroom and her bedroom. 

“Where are you going?" I called out. 

She looked at me. “My room. Policing my every move now?" 

I grinned and stepped out into the hall. She blinked and 
stared at me. 

“Not at all. Just wanted to see you in that towel." 

She rolled her eyes. “How are you still horny?" 

I laughed. “Horny? What are we, fifteen?" 

“What do you want me to say? Aroused? Worked up?" 

“I don't know. But horny makes me sound like a teenage 
kid." 

“Maybe that's what you are." 

I stopped right in front of her and raised my eyebrow. 

“Does a teenage kid have this?" I quickly grabbed her wrist 
and pulled her hand against my half-hard dick. She giggled 
and squeezed it. 

“Maybe some do." 

“I don't think so, Princess." 

She gave me a look. "Seriously, how are you still hard?" 
“That's like asking me how I breathe." 



She laughed. "You're insane." 


I moved a little closer to her and noticed that her hand 
lingered on my crotch. I felt myself begin to stiffen even 
more. 

"Not insane. Just insatiable." 

"Big word for a dumb mob guy." 

"I've been doing my homework lately." 

"Oh yeah? For what class?" 

I smirked. "Biology." 

She rolled her eyes. "Good one. Seriously, Colin, I can't." 
"Can't, or won't?" 

"Can't! I think I'm going to walk bow-legged for the rest of 
my life." 

That did it. My cock began to grow even harder. She 
laughed, noticing. 

"Thinking about my poor sore vagina is making you even 
harder?" she asked. "I don't know how I feel about that." 

"I want to make sure it stays sore for a very long time." 

She smiled and stepped closer, her hand wrapping harder 
around my dick. I was surprised I was so hard, but then 
again, Bren did that to me. She brought out something deep 
and hungry that I had always known was there, but that had 
stayed buried. 



She was the only thing that could feed the starving monster 
inside of me. 

"And how are you going to do that?" she said, getting close. 

I pulled her tight against me and bit her lower lip. She 
giggled. 

"I'm going to make sure you stay wet. I'm going to ruin 
every pair of panties you own. You'll live in those yoga 
pants, and I'll ruin them, too." 

"How will ruining all my clothes keep me sore? Also, that 
doesn't sound very hygienic." 

"Once you're stripped down in front of me, we both know 
you'll take my dick. The less clothing you have, the better." 

She gaped at me and then crushed my mouth with an 
intense kiss, her hand tightening around my dick. 

I wanted to destroy her and consume her. I wanted to never 
be away from her. 

And just as her hand began to stroke my shaft, an ear- 
splitting alarm began to blare throughout the house. 

I pulled away from her fast. 

"What the fuck?" she yelled over the noise. 

I grabbed her by the elbow and moved toward her room. She 
stumbled after me, saying something, but I couldn't hear her 
over the alarm. I threw her door open and pushed her inside, 
steering her toward the bed. I pushed her down onto it and 
pressed my mouth against her ear. 



"Stay here. Don't fucking leave this room until I come back," 

I said. 

"What's happening?" she yelled. 

I looked at her and could see fear etched in every line on her 
face. 

"That's the house alarm. Someone tried to break in," I said 
into her ear. 

She stared at me. 

"Don't move," I yelled. "Lock the door." 

She nodded. 

I turned and moved out of her room, slamming the door shut 
behind me. I ran back down to my room, moved over to my 
desk, and grabbed my knife from the drawer. I flipped it 
open then stalked back out into the hall, moving soft and 
quiet. 

The alarm was loud. It would have woken up the dead, if that 
were even possible. I was glad it wasn't. I had enough to 
deal with, and didn't need zombies wandering around the 
place, too. 

I moved down the back staircase, my heart hammering in 
my chest. It had to be Fabrizio. Nobody else in the whole city 
was stupid enough to try and break into O'Brian's house. 
They knew that would mean starting a war with the Irish 
Mob, and starting a war with them meant getting your ass 
killed. 

And I was in the mood to do some killing. That motherfucker 
interrupted me when Bren had her hand on my dick. All of 



the other garbage was enough to piss me off, maybe earn 
him a beating to within an inch of his life, but interrupting 
me when I was about to take Bren how I wanted meant 
instant death. I couldn't forgive that. 

Knife gripped in my hand, I came out into the kitchen. The 
place was empty. I walked over to the control panel and 
looked at the beeping light. Apparently, the front door was 
what set the alarm off. I keyed in a few commands and shut 
down the awful screaming noise. 

I stood quietly and listened. I couldn't hear anything but my 
own heart and breath, and even those were as faint as 
possible. I moved on the balls of my feet down the hall, 
keeping close to the wall. Fabrizio would likely have a gun if 
he was packing, and I had to make sure I could get close if I 
was going to win that fight. 

And I was going to win that fight. 

Up ahead, the hall turned, opening up into the foyer. I 
crouched down and looked around the corner, expecting to 
see Fabrizio trying to struggle through the glass window. 

Instead, lying in broken glass was a single red brick. 

I stood and walked carefully into the foyer, looking around. 
Nothing else was out of place. The door was still standing 
and the other blast- and bullet-proof windows were still 
intact. The only real glass window was that small, decorative 
plate on the front door, designed to crumble in case of a 
bomb to help channel energy away from critical stuff. Or 
something. O'Brian had explained it to me once, but I had 
only been half listening. At least I knew that window was the 
only thing a brick could have broken through on the entire 
fucking house. 



I stared at it, lying alone in the broken glass, with a piece of 
paper wrapped around its length. 

How the fuck could he have known the brick would go 
through that particular window? If he had tried any of the 
other windows, the alarm would have gone off, and we 
would have known. Which meant that his first try went right 
in the single weak spot in the entire house. It wasn't big 
enough for a person to sneak through, but it was the perfect 
size for a brick. 

I shook my head, anger lancing through my veins. Jimmy 
was right. The Irish Mob had a fucking rat, and he was 
working with Vince Fabrizio. There was no other explanation, 
and I couldn't keep denying it any longer. 

I crouched down, careful not to step in the shards, and 
picked up the brick. I unwrapped the paper and held it up. 

I'm coming for my wife was written in thick black Sharpie. 

I laughed. What a bold piece of shit. And a dead one, too. I 
tossed the brick back on the ground and walked upstairs, 
the message clenched in my hand. I walked down to Bren's 
room and tried the handle, but it was locked. 

“Bren, it's me," I called out. 

“Colin?" 

"Yeah. Don't worry, everything is okay." 

The door unlocked and she pulled it open. I could see the 
fear still lingering in her face. 


"What happened?" 



I sighed. "Promise not to freak out?" 

"Colin, what happened?" 

"Your husband threw a brick through the front window." 

"I thought those were blast proof or whatever?" 

"Well, they are. Except the decorative window in the front 
door. And somehow he knew to aim right for that." 

She paused, digesting that information. "How would he 
know?" 

"You know how." 

She nodded and looked away. "Somebody told him." 

"Things are getting more dangerous, Bren." 

"Colin...." 

"Listen to me." I grabbed her by the waist and pulled her 
against me. I was still in nothing but my underwear and my 
beater, but I didn't care. Nothing mattered anymore but 
keeping her safe. "If someone on the inside is helping 
Fabrizio, it's only a matter of time before he gets to you 
here. You think it's bad now? Imagine three weeks from now 
with constant threats from that psycho. Maybe we catch him 
and maybe we don't. Do you really want to live that way?" 

"No," she said softly. 

"No, you don't. But if we go to O'Brian's farmhouse right 
now, you can be safe." 


"I'm afraid." 



“Of course you're afraid. Your psycho ex is trying to hunt you 
down." She smiled a little at my joke. “But I'm not going to 
let you out of my sight until we get the fucker." 

“Okay," she said softly. 

“Okay, you'll come to the country with me?" 

She sighed. "Yeah, fine. If that's what it'll take." 

I grinned. "You're not going to regret this." 

“I probably will." 

I kissed her again quickly then moved away. 

"Get packed. We'll leave as soon as you're ready." 

She blinked. "Seriously?" 

“Yeah, seriously. I know where it is. I'll call your dad and we'll 
head out." 

She nodded. "Okay." 

I gave her another grin then went back into my room and 
began to throw my shit into a duffle bag. I made sure I 
brought both of my guns and my knives, plus some 
comfortable clothes. I probably wouldn't need to pack heat 
out there, but it wouldn't hurt to at least have it on me at all 
times. 

When I was done, I called O'Brian's phone. It went to 
voicemail. 

“Sir, it's me. I convinced your daughter that the country is 
the safest place for her right now. We're leaving in fifteen. 
Call if you need something." 



I hung up and tossed the phone into my bag. I pulled on 
some clothes and looked around the room. 

It wasn't exactly home, though it was at one point, a long 
time ago. I wasn't going to miss it. I threw my duffle over my 
shoulder and walked back over to Bren's room and watched 
as she lazily picked through her clothes, tossing her stuff 
onto the bed. 

“What are you doing?" I asked. 

“Packing." 

I laughed then walked over to her closet and pulled out her 
suitcase. I threw it down on the floor, opened it, and began 
to fill it with clothes. 

“What are you doing?" she said. 

“Packing." 

She sighed and shook her head. "Fine, okay. Let's do this." 

With a laugh, we began to throw her stuff into the suitcase. 
In less than five minutes, we had it packed to the brim. She 
had to sit on the lid while I zipped it up. 

“Think you got enough stuff in there?" I asked. 

“Yeah, I'll survive." She eyed my small duffle. "You are not 
borrowing my underwear." 

"Wouldn't dream of it." 

She picked up her over-full suitcase and looked at me. "Well, 
let's get going." 


I took the suitcase from her and nodded. "Follow me." 



We walked down the front steps together, careful not to step 
in the glass. I felt the weight of my gun in its holster on my 
side as we pushed the front door open. Half of me expected 
to see Fabrizio standing right there, waiting, but there was 
nothing. 

“Wait here for a second," I said. 

She nodded. I slipped down the steps and quickly did a 
sweep of the block, making sure nobody was around to see 
us leave. When I was reasonably sure there were no 
suspicious figures lurking nearby, I found where I parked my 
car, started the engine, and then pulled it around the front 
of the house. 

We had some driving ahead of us, but in the end, we'd be 
safe enough in a beautiful farmhouse out in the country. 


And I would have Bren all to myself. 



Chapter Eighteen: Brenna 

When he said “farmhouse," I expected a quaint but old and 
crumbling country home. Maybe wicker furniture on the 
wraparound porch, or maybe some old and peeling red 
shutters. I assumed there would be at least one tractor. But 
when we pulled out in front of the building, I was shocked at 
what I saw. 

The place was the definition of modern. It was all sleek lines 
and smooth planes with glass all over the place. It was set 
back down an old dirt and gravel road and surrounded by a 
huge fence. There were enormous maple trees and 
evergreens all over the place, making it seem like the 
“farmhouse" was the only building in the whole world. There 
was no porch and definitely no rusting old equipment, which 
was a little disappointing. 

“Holy shit, Colin." 

He laughed. "Not what you expected?" 

“This is like, a multi-million dollar house, isn't it?" 

"Your dad doesn't do anything half-assed." 

He parked the car out front and climbed out. I followed him, 
staring. 

“Why didn't I know about this?" 

He shrugged. "Not many people do, actually. He felt it was 
safer to keep it low-key." 



I laughed. “There's nothing low-key about this." 


“You're right, but it's private." 

“Yeah, but still. He must have put a lot of work into this." 

"Knocked down the original structure and put this up." 

“Why call it a farmhouse, then?" 

He shrugged and gestured around us. "We're in Amish 
country. What else do you call a house out here?" 

I laughed. He obviously didn't have much experience 
outside of a city. Although I had to admit, neither did I. Still, 
there was something about Colin that made him seem out of 
place without concrete and steel. 

“So, is like, the door unlocked?" 

He shook his head. "Security code." 

We climbed out of the car and I followed him to the front 
door. He opened a small panel next to the frame, displaying 
a phone-like row of numbers and letters. He keyed in a string 
of numbers and suddenly the door unlocked and opened 
slightly. It was almost like magic. 

I laughed again, giddy at how fancy it seemed. 

“Where the hell are we?" 

"Amish country. Like I said." He grinned at me. 

I pulled the door open all the way and walked inside. The 
entrance was decorated in a minimalist style, mostly blacks 
and whites and greys, with industrial-looking furniture and 
some exposed wood and brick. It was the most expensive- 



looking place I had ever seen, and it was absolutely 
beautiful. The foyer opened into a large open room that 
served as both kitchen and living room, with low walls and 
shelves and furniture acting as the breaks between areas. It 
was tastefully and artfully laid out. 

I stared as I walked in. The entire back wall was glass and 
looked out onto an open backyard with a beautiful oak deck. 
The woods almost touched up against the house in some 
places. It was like looking out into a picture book. I shook my 
head, totally entranced. Expensive art hung on the walls, 
and whoever had picked every one of them out had clearly 
been some sort of professional. I couldn't imagine my dad 
giving much thought to the way a vase would work with an 
impressionist portrait, but someone clearly had. 

It was almost too much. It was almost an insane and useless 
display of wealth and taste, especially considering the house 
was empty the vast majority of the time. Then again, it was 
gorgeous, and I didn't care about any of that. 

“It's beautiful," I murmured. 

“Not my taste," Colin said. 

I looked at him. "You don't think this place is perfect?" 

He shrugged. “It's okay. I'd take a nice south Philly row home 
with a roof deck over this place any day, though." 

I laughed and shook my head. "You're unbelievable. This is 
probably the nicest house you've ever been in." 

“It definitely is." 


"You can't compare Philly to this place." 



“I can and I am." 


I looked back out the huge glass wall as Colin brought our 
stuff in. I was entranced by the motion of the trees in the 
soft breeze, and suddenly I felt more at peace there than I 
had ever felt before. In that moment, I didn't know why I had 
resisted it so hard in the beginning. I missed my friends, or 
really I missed my one friend, and wished I could reconnect 
with more of them, but the farmhouse was just too amazing. 

I wouldn't have minded staying there for a while. 

"What now, Princess?" Colin said. 

"Show me to my room." 

"As you wish." I followed him back toward the front door and 
through another doorway, up a staircase, and into a large 
loft area. 

It was another hugely open room, with a large canopy bed, a 
big chest of drawers, and low couches. I sighed, looking 
around at the beautiful decorations and the plush rug 
underneath. On the ceiling was a pane of glass looking out 
through the trees and up at the sky. 

"Something wrong?" he asked. 

"Is this the only room?" 

He shook his head. "No, but it's the nicest. Want something 
different?" 

"No, I mean. Where is your room?" 

He laughed. "Downstairs. Close by." 



I walked into the room and hopped up on the bed, sinking 
into its plush comforter and comfortable, fluffy pillows. I 
laughed as Colin hopped up beside me. 

“This place is incredible," I said. 

“I guess it's pretty cool." 

“We should celebrate." I sat up, suddenly excited. 

“I know how we can do that." Colin gave me a look. 

I shook my head. "No, let's go somewhere. I haven't been 
out in ages." 

"You just got here, and now you want to leave?" 

“Yeah, I guess so. Take me dancing somewhere." 

He laughed. “I'm not sure there are any decent clubs around 
here." 

“I don't care. Find a bar." 

“I'm not exactly the dancing type, Bren." 

“I'll dance without you, then. You can just sit at a table and 
look all moody." 

“I can probably handle that, yeah." 

I laughed. "Come on, please? I have all this pent-up energy." 

He sighed. "Fine. I'll find a place." He rolled off the bed and 
got up. "But you're going to owe me." 


I smiled. "Owe you what?" 



“Don't worry. You'll know when I come to collect." 


Colin's car pulled off of the old pothole-filled road and 
stopped in front of a dilapidated building. I stared at its old 
wood fagade and the sign that read "Reddy's Roadside Bar" 
and sighed. I was wearing the sexiest dress I had brought 
with me, a skin-tight thing that showed off my curves, and 
he had brought me to some crappy redneck bar in the 
middle of nowhere. Then again, I wasn't sure what I had 
expected, since we really were in the middle of Amish 
country. My dad's house was probably the nicest building for 
miles in every direction. 

And yet I couldn't imagine sitting at home another night. I 
had done plenty of that already. Even if my prison was 
expensive and comfortable, it was still just another prison. 

“What's this?" I asked him. 

“Reddy's Roadside Bar." 

I looked at him. “I can read, thanks. I thought you were 
bringing me somewhere fun?" 

He grinned at me. “Give it a chance." 

"If it's awful in there, we're leaving immediately." 

“Fine with me. I'd love to tear that dress off of you back 
home." 

“Might not happen. I might be too annoyed." 


“I doubt it." 




He killed the engine and stepped out of the car. I followed, 
frowning at the building in front of me. At least there were a 
lot of cars in the parking lot, although most of them were 
pickup trucks. 

I had no clue what to expect as I followed him up the steps 
and in through the front door. Part of me was just happy to 
get out somewhere, and part of me was terrified that we 
were about to get attacked by a bunch of crazy hick farmers. 

And boy, was I wrong. Inside, a live country band played 
loudly, and the dance floor was packed with people in 
cowboy hats and boots. The decorations were rustic but 
modern and clean, and the wait staff were friendly and 
professional-looking. Basically, it was the complete opposite 
of the outside, and I was willing to bet that was on purpose. I 
had really expected pool tables and toothless men with 
mullets, but got a pretty nice and fun-looking bar instead. 

Colin grinned at me. "Told you." 

I shrugged. "Okay, you were right. For once." 

He laughed then approached the hostess. We were seated 
right away at a small table toward the back. I could have 
sworn that the place was packed, but Colin must have said 
something to her to convince her to give up the last table. I 
wasn't sure if I was jealous that other women found him 
attractive, or if I was proud to be the girl he brought around. 
Even if I had forced him to. 

We sat down and I looked around the place as Colin ordered 
drinks from the waitress. The crowd was a pretty good mix 
between young and old, though there were probably more 
young guys than anyone else. The band was decent, which 
surprised me, and the dance floor was packed. I looked over 
at Colin. 



"How'd you find this place?" 

"The Internet." 

I laughed. "There's a Yelp page for places in the middle of 
nowhere?" 

"There's a page for everything if you look hard enough." 

I laughed again as the waitress returned with our drinks. She 
placed a cranberry-vodka in front of me and a whiskey on 
the rocks in front of him. I didn't remember telling Colin my 
favorite drink. He held up his glass. 

"To being free from that piece of shit," he said. 

We tapped glasses and drank. 

"Are you hungry?" he asked me, setting down his glass. 

I shrugged. "Yeah, I could eat." 

"Okay. We're having barbecue." 

"Oh, I didn't know that." 

"You don't come to a place like this and not try their 
barbecue." 

"I thought you'd never been to a place like this before?" 

He shrugged. "I haven't, but even I know that much." 

"Okay then. I leave myself in your masterful hands." 

He gave me a wicked grin. "I know you do." 


"Not what I meant." 



"You don't have to say it. I know what you're thinking." 


"What makes you say that?" 

He nodded at me. "That dress screams 'sex.' It's a dress 
made to be taken off." 

"How do you know I wore it for you?" 

He shrugged. "Maybe you think you didn't. But you did." 

I blushed a little bit. What an arrogant asshole. I had no clue 
what we were doing, what was going on between us, and his 
constant flirting and dominant personality weren't making 
things easy on me. 

"You shouldn't assume. There are a lot of hot cowboys in 
here." 

"They can't give you what I can give you." 

"What's that?" 

He leaned forward. "The best fucking orgasms of your life." 

I blushed and looked away. "Maybe I need more than just 
orgasms." 

He reached out and took my hand, running his fingers over 
my skin. 

"Excitement. Money. Power. I have those things, but I don't 
think any of that matters to you. What you want can't be 
defined. You're a caged animal right now, but when I'm 
fucking you, I can see what's underneath your Princess 
exterior." 



I looked back at him, arching an eyebrow. I felt my heart 
starting to hammer in my chest. Jesus, this guy.... He was 
just too much, like he could read me without trying. 

“You think you have that thing?" 

“I know that I do. The cowboys in here, maybe they're fun. 
But you'd get bored of them in a second." 

He leaned back and sipped his drink. I blinked. 

And I knew he was right. I knew it deep down inside of me. 
Regular men were never enough for me, and never had 
been. That was why I married Vince, why I got involved with 
him to begin with. For as much as I hated what my dad did, I 
couldn't get enough of it. There was something inside of me 
that lived for the thrill. 

Colin could give that to me, and much more. But he was 
going to be my stepbrother. 

“I'll say one thing for the cowboys," I said. "They aren't 
going to be related to me." 

He nodded and crossed his arms, looking completely at 
ease. "That's true." 

“So maybe I really should go out and find me a cowboy 
tonight." 

He shrugged. "If that's what you really want. But we both 
know it isn't." 

I clenched my jaw. "What makes you so full of yourself?" 
"The way you look at me." 


"What are you talking about?" 



“That first time I saw you, when I walked out of the shower. It 
was all over your eyes. You wanted what you saw, and you 
haven't looked at me any other way since." 

Before I could reply, the waitress appeared. She was busty 
and young and blonde, and was clearly trying to flirt with 
Colin. He kept his arms crossed and ordered our food in 
brusque, clipped tones, basically ignoring everything else. I 
loved how it deflated her, but I wasn't about to let my guard 
down just because he wasn't flirting with the bar wench. 

“I've been away for a long time," I said softly. 

He nodded. “That's true. It's been awhile." 

"What makes you so sure about all this?" 

“I just know, Bren. I just know you." 

I sighed, sipping my drink and letting the warm vodka enter 
my stomach. The band changed to a faster song, and even 
more people crammed out onto the dance floor. Colin stayed 
silent, finishing off his whiskey, and motioning at the 
waitress for another. I had to admit, for as annoying and 
frustrating as he was being, he was completely right. There 
were plenty of cute cowboys in the building, but none of 
them had that same aura Colin had. He was confident and 
controlling and seemed to dominate the place with a smile. 

It wasn't out of the ordinary that he got the last table, 
despite other people waiting, and that he could easily catch 
the waitress's attention, because people were constantly 
staring at him. 

I didn't blame them. 

“Let's dance," I said suddenly. 



He laughed. "I don't think so.” 


I frowned. "Come on. You brought me here and you're not 
going to dance with me?" 

"Food's coming and I'm starved. Dance without me. There 
are plenty of cowboys out there that will be willing." 

I sighed. I didn't want to dance with a cowboy. But maybe 
he'd drop the arrogant asshole act and come dance if he saw 
me getting close to a hunk in a ten-gallon hat. 

"Fine, I will." 

He nodded. "Have fun. I'll be here." 

I got up, finished my drink in two big gulps, and slammed 
the glass down. I could hear him laugh as I made my way 
over to the dance floor, butterflies in my stomach. 

I hadn't been dancing in a long while. Vince had stopped 
taking me out as soon as we got married. Actually, as soon 
as we got married, he had more or less started to ignore me, 
except for when he wanted to fuck or when he wanted me to 
cook him some dinner. He was a piece of shit. 

The bodies were pressed close as I waded into the crowd and 
began to dance. I wasn't used to country music, but the 
steps were pretty simple, and the alcohol buzzing through 
my chest made it easy to lose myself. Soon, I was having a 
great time, moving in time and in step with everyone else 
around me. 

It didn't take long for a guy to spot me. He was tall and 
chiseled, though not as handsome as Colin. Still, he was 
boyish, and wore a cowboy hat, light blue button down 



denim shirt tucked into denim jeans, and cowboy boots. He 
was exactly the kind of guy that could make Colin jealous. 

"Hey there, you need a partner, girl?" he said over the 
music. 

I shrugged. "I might." 

"How's about you dance with me, little lady? I'll take care of 
you." 

I laughed. Was this guy for real?Then again, he was cute 
enough, 

"Okay, then, big boy. Show me the steps." 

He moved close and picked up my hands and we began to 
dance. He was light on his feet and had a way about him. He 
was clearly at ease with a woman in his arms, even a 
complete stranger. I didn't know the songs or the style, but 
he made it easy for me to follow his lead, and he even spun 
me once or twice. I had to admit, despite the guy being a 
weak version of Colin, I was having a pretty good time. 

"What's your name?" he called over the music. 

"Brenna. What's yours?" 

"Gareth. Pleasure, Brenna." 

The song changed to something slower, but he didn't step 
away. Instead, he adjusted our position, and we danced 
along with the other couples on the floor. It wasn't exactly 
like a prom slow dance, but it was something close and 
intimate, and I had to admit that I was having a lot of fun. 
Gareth was tall and strong and knew how to treat a lady to a 
dance. 



"Where are you from?" he asked me, his breath warm in my 
ear. 

"Philly. You?" 

"Around here. I figured you weren't local." 

"What gave it away?" 

He grinned. "Just about everything about you." 

"Is that a bad thing?" 

"Not at all. We don't have very many girls as pretty as you." 

I smiled, enjoying the compliment. I liked that Gareth was 
being a gentleman, the exact opposite of Colin. I glanced 
over at the table and saw him tucking into a plate of meat, 
drinking another whiskey, completely oblivious to Gareth 
and me. That stung a little bit, but I looked back at my 
smiling hunky cowboy and willed myself to forget about 
Colin for a few minutes. I wasn't going to go home with the 
guy or anything, but I might as well try to enjoy myself. 

Soon, the song changed back to something faster, and 
Gareth took me back into his arms and led me around the 
floor. He was smooth and confident, and obviously knew a 
lot of people there based on the amount of nods he was 
getting. I was drenched in sweat and out of breath from the 
way he was working me around the floor. As the third fast 
song ended, I took a deep breath. 

"How about we take a break?" I said. 

"Sure, we can. Want a drink?" 

"That would be perfect." 



He led the way over to the bar and found two empty stools. 
We sat down and he got the bartender's attention, ordering 
a beer for himself and a gin and tonic for me. It wasn't what I 
wanted, but it was good enough. As soon as our drinks 
arrived, I sipped it gratefully. 

“So, Brenna, what brings you to our small town?" 

I shrugged. "Business, mostly." 

“Business, huh? Not much business out here but farms and 
such." 

I nodded. "Yep, that's my business. Farms." 

He laughed. "Well, okay, then. Brenna the farmer." 

"And what do you do, Gareth?" 

"My daddy's a farmer and I fix trucks. Opened my own 
garage two years ago." 

"How's that going?" 

"Pretty damn well." 

I laughed and he finished off his beer. 

"That's good to hear. " 

He motioned at the bartender and she returned with another 
beer. He polished off half of that before leaning in toward 
me. 

"Forgive me if I'm being rude, Brenna, but you're absolutely 
sexy. You know that, right?" 


I blushed. "Thanks." 



"You're the prettiest girl in this bar. You know that?" 


"Now you're just lying." 

He put his hand on his heart. "I'd never lie to a beautiful 
woman." 

"You're sweet." 

"So does that mean you want to come back with me? Skip 
all this small talk and get down to it." 

I was taken aback at how forward he suddenly was. I was 
having a really good time, but I couldn't go home with him. I 
glanced at Colin but he was still busy eating. 

"Uh, that's not really what I meant." 

"But that ain't a no, is it?" 

"Excuse me, I think I need to use the bathroom." 

He nodded. "Go right ahead. It's over there." He pointed. 

"Thanks." I got up quickly and walked fast in the direction 
he had indicated. 

I pushed open the women's room door and found it empty. I 
stood in front of the mirror, heart hammering in my chest. 
What are you doing? I thought at myself, looking in the 
mirror. Gareth was sexy and fun and charming, but he wasn't 
Colin. He wasn't even close. I took a deep breath and 
decided that I'd go back to the table and force Colin to 
dance with me, and forget all about Gareth. 

As I turned to go, the door pushed open. I gasped. 

Gareth walked in, smiling. 



“Hey there, sexy." 

“What are you doing in here?" 

He came right up to me, grabbed my hips, and pulled me 
against him. 

“Just doing what you wanted me to do." 

I struggled, but he wouldn't let go. "Please stop. I'm not 
interested." 

“That's not what your hips said out on the dance floor." He 
was clearly drunk, and I wondered how I hadn't noticed it 
before. 

He tried to kiss me and I pulled back, repulsed. "Get the fuck 
off me, creep." 

“Come on, girl. Look at that dress. You think you're not here 
to get fucked?" 

“Not by you, asshole." 

Something changed in him suddenly, and he pushed me up 
against the wall. I gasped as pain lanced through my head 
where it knocked against the brick. 

“What did you just say to me?" 

"You're a pathetic piece of shit," I said, struggling. 

“You're going to regret that," he said and leaned in toward 
my face. 

And then he was ripped away from me. I stumbled forward 
and watched as Colin threw the guy against the sink and 



smashed his face against the mirror. The whole thing 
splintered. It was like watching it in slow-motion. 

"You motherfucker," Colin yelled, and threw him into a stall. 

The guy grunted. "Who the fuck—" he said, but Colin 
silenced him with his fist. 

"Colin!" I yelled out. 

I watched as Colin hit Gareth again. "Don't you ever touch a 
woman like that, you piece of shit," he said. 

He hit him again. "Did you fucking hear me?" 

"Yes," Gareth gasped. 

Colin hit him again. "Don't you ever look at her. Don't you 
ever think about her." He hit him again and again. 

"Colin, stop!" I screamed louder. 

He looked up at me. His face was twisted into a mask of 
rage, his fist was cocked back and ready, and his knuckles 
were covered in Gareth's blood. 

"Stop! Come on, we have to leave." 

He paused then looked back at Gareth. He stood up and 
looked down at Gareth's body sunk half way into the toilet, 
his head lolling back. He was still conscious and breathing, 
thankfully. Colin spit on him. 

"You're lucky she's here. I'd kill you if she wasn't." 

Gareth groaned as Colin turned toward me, wrapping his 
arms around my waist. 



"Are you okay?" he asked. 

"I'm fine. I'm fine. How did you know?" 

"I watched him follow you. Saw the look on his face. I 
decided to make sure you were okay." 

"He was going to—" 

"No, not with me around, he wasn't." 

I realized I was barely keeping the tears away, but I felt safe. 
Even with the scumbag still feet away, Colin made me feel 
safe. 

I must have been the unluckiest fucking girl in the entire 
world. On top of everything going on, I just had to attract 
the biggest piece of shit in the bar. Everything seemed to 
happen to me, and I had no clue why. 

"We need to go," he said. 

"Okay." 

He let me go and gave me a look. "You're okay. You're going 
to be fine." 

I nodded. "Thanks for stopping him." 

He shrugged then rinsed off his hands, wiping them with a 
paper towel. The water ran pink from the blood. I couldn't 
tell how much of it was his or how much was the asshole's. 

"Ready?" he asked. 


I nodded. I felt stronger already. "Let's go." 



I followed him back out into the main room. We were 
incredibly lucky that no other woman needed to use the 
restroom in the five minutes we were in there, but neither of 
us wanted to be around when Gareth eventually stumbled 
back out. We grabbed our stuff, Colin left a large chunk of 
cash on the table, and we went out into the night. We 
climbed into Colin's car and we headed back toward the 
farmhouse. 

I was silent on the ride home, and Colin didn't try to draw 
me out. He could probably tell that I was still digesting what 
had happened in there. 

He had seemed so nice, and suddenly he had turned violent 
without any warning. I had been to plenty of clubs and had 
been hit on by plenty of guys, but that was the first time one 
had acted like that toward me. I thought I knew how to 
handle myself. 

If Colin hadn't been there... I kept thinking over and over. 

The ride went by like a blur. We pulled down the dirt road, 
and Colin parked the car in front of the house. Lights were 
on, illuminating its front. 

"Bren," Colin started. 

I threw myself at him, crushing my mouth against his. He 
seemed surprised, but quickly returned my kiss, wrapping 
his arms around me. I needed him and couldn't wait another 
second; I needed his lips and his skin and his teeth. I needed 
that big, hard cock. I wanted to wash away the memories of 
that asshole cowboy. And the only thing that could do that 
with any certainty was a real man's touch. 

I slipped out of my seat and went to straddle him. The seat 
suddenly pushed back, giving me more room. Colin looked 



up at me and grinned. 

"Automatic seats," he said. I threw my hair back over my 
head, my dress bunched up around my hips. I was soaking 
through my panties already, and I could feel his dick 
rubbing softly against my clit. 

"Convenient," I replied. 

He pulled me against him and kissed me hard, his hands 
roaming along my body. I reached down and began to 
unbuckle his belt and unfasten his pants, not caring about 
fucking around. I needed to feel him. 

Finally, I got the annoyingly complicated pants open and 
shoved my hand down his underwear, grasping his hard 
dick. He grunted as I wrapped my fingers around it and 
began to stroke its length. 

"This is what a real man feels like," I whispered in his ear. 

"Don't ever forget again." He bit my lip and it sent shivers 
down my spine. 

He reached forward and slipped his hand up the front of my 
dress, rubbing my soaked-through pussy. I gasped and threw 
my head back, gyrating my hips along his crotch as he 
kissed my neck and worked my clit. I reached up and ran my 
fingers through his hair. 

"I can't wait," I moaned. "Fuck me here." 

"You want me to fill your little pussy up right here in the 
car?" 


"God, please." 



He reached up and pulled my hair back. I gasped. 


“Say, 'Please, Colin.'" 

“Please, Colin," I said softly. 

He kept one hand on my wetness and moved the other into 
his back pocket, tugging his wallet free. He held it up to me 
with a grin, and I found the condom he had in there. He 
threw the wallet into the back seat as I tore open the foil. 

I watched as he adjusted himself, and slowly pulled his hard 
dick free. It stood stiff as I rolled the condom down around 
him. 

“Fuck, my underwear," I said, and went to move. Instead, he 
reached forward, grabbed it, and tore it right in half. I 
gasped and giggled softly. 

“I liked those," I complained. "And I didn't bring many 
pairs." 

“Too bad. I'll buy you more." 

"You can't just—" but I couldn't finish my sentence, because 
he lifted my ass in the air and slowly dropped me down onto 
his stiff shaft. 

"Ah, I love that," he grunted as I slowly wrapped myself 
around him. I groaned, amazed all over again at how well he 
filled me completely. I looked him in the eye and kissed him 
softly on the lips. 

He grabbed my ass and thrust himself completely into me, 
pushing his cock to the hilt. 



“Shit," I said, and reached out to grasp the headrest. I began 
to work my hips in slow circles, riding him gently as he 
worked my breasts and kissed my neck. Jolts of excitement 
and pleasure flooded through me as I slowly began to pick 
up my speed, working my hips and ass in his lap. 

We barely had room to move, but I couldn't care less. There 
were only his lips, his body, and his hard cock filling my 
every inch. 

He grabbed my ass and began to work me up and down, 
pumping himself into my pussy. I groaned and bucked 
myself back against him, trying to take every inch. I closed 
my eyes and gripped the headrest, working him hard as he 
thrust into me. 

“I love how greedy you are for me," he grunted. 

"I am," I gasped, as the excitement ran along my spine. 

"I need it just as much, this sweet little pussy." 

I moaned as he thrust harder into me, and I worked and 
bucked my hips furiously, unable to contain myself 
anymore. I couldn't move slowly, I could only work hard 
along his big dick, work my hips like it was the last thing 
left. I had to keep moving. 

The orgasm built up through me. I used my knees to get 
more height and let him slam himself into me, thrusting 
deep. I moaned loudly as he pulled my hair, tipping my chin 
up into the air, and let him do the work as the orgasm rolled 
up through my body. 

My muscles tensed but I stayed still as he thrust himself up 
into me, pulling my hair back, and I moaned loudly as I 



came. My whole body shook with the pleasure of him 
working me with his practiced, hard thrusts. 

“Fuck, you're so sexy when you come," he grunted. I felt his 
free hand grab my ass and he adjusted himself, thrusting 
deeper. 

“Don't stop," I groaned at him, the orgasm peaking and 
rolling through my whole body. I couldn't help but shake and 
moan. 

"Shit, I'm there," he grunted and I felt his muscles tense as 
he began to come. 

I worked my hips then, my orgasm beginning to fade, and 
helped him along. He grunted and groaned, holding my ass 
hard, as I worked up and down, slamming my skin into his 
crotch, taking every inch of him. 

Finally, after what felt like hours but couldn't have been 
more than ten minutes, we finished. I sat unmoving in his 
lap, his cock still inside of me, breathing deeply. He laughed 
and grinned at me, a thin sheen of sweat on his face. 

“Your bed or mine?" he asked. 

“What?" 

"Tonight. Do you want me to fuck you in your bed or mine?" 

I laughed. “How are you thinking about that already?" 

"What else should I think about? We have this whole house. 

I want to fuck you until your knees shake on every single 
surface." 



I shook my head and kissed his lips, feeling high and giddy 
from the powerful orgasm. 

"Okay. We'll see." 

I slowly lifted up, sliding myself off his shaft, and swung 
myself back over onto my seat. I adjusted my dress, 
frowning at my ruined panties. 

"Ready to go in now?" he asked as he pulled the condom off. 
"I guess I'm satisfied." 

He laughed as he opened his door. 

"If you aren't yet, you will be." 

I smiled and opened my own door. 


I believed him. 



Chapter Nineteen: Colin 

Sex made me hungry. Especially when that sex was constant 
and vigorous, and with a woman I couldn't seem to get 
enough of. 

Something had changed in Brenna after the bar. When that 
piece of shit hick scumbag tried to force himself on her, and 
I was smart enough to step in and stop it, suddenly her 
defenses had come completely down. Which I couldn't 
complain about, since that meant it was open season for all 
the dirty things I wanted to do to her. 

And she had been more than game for it. 

Two days of knee-shaking sex. The kind of sweat-inducing 
mainlining of each other's bodies that happened so rarely in 
life. Over and over we had lost track of time because we had 
nothing else to do but try and get as much pleasure packed 
into our waking hours as we could. 

Eventually though, the meager supplies I had brought with 
us ran out, and I found myself driving to some run-down old 
grocery store on the edge of town. Bren wore the yoga pants 
I loved, probably just to mess with me, and I didn't mind one 
bit. 

We climbed out of the car and walked into the store. The 
long aisles were packed with colorful packaging, and I 
pushed the metal cart with one squeaking wheel. It felt so 
domestic and strange. 



"What's on the menu?" Bren asked. 


"Other than you?" 

"Cute. Seriously, what's for dinner?" 

"I don't know. I thought you were cooking." 

She laughed. "Cook? I don't think so." 

I shook my head. "If you expect me to make something, 
you're going to be sorely disappointed." 

"I thought all you mob guys secretly knew how to cook." 

"That's not something they taught me in the group home." 

She was silent for a second. "Sorry, I didn't really think 
about it." 

"It's okay. It's not some dirty secret." 

We walked through the produce section, and Bren reached 
out to grab a few things. 

"What was it like, anyway?" 

"The home? It was pretty shitty." 

"In what way?" 

I shrugged. "Not much money, so stuff was all secondhand 
and falling apart. Plus, the guys there weren't the most 
upstanding citizens. I learned a lot of my criminal behavior 
from those people, and I was still considered a good kid." 

"It must have been hard." 



“It was and it wasn't. You adapt. You learn how to survive." 


"What about foster care?" 

"I was in and out of the foster system for a while. I guess 
because I became an orphan when I was a little bit older, 
nobody wanted to adopt me. Which was fine with me. I'd 
always been independent anyway." 

“How old were you?" 

“I was two when my dad died, and six when my mom went." 
“I'm so sorry. How didn't I know any of this?" 

“I don't talk about it much." 

I watched as Bren lapsed into silence and began picking out 
some food. If she wasn't cooking, and I definitely wasn't 
cooking, I wondered who was going to turn all the raw 
vegetables she was grabbing into something resembling 
actual food, but I kept that thought to myself. I suspected 
we'd be ordering out by night's end. 

“It was hard, you know. When my mom died," she said after 
a minute. 

“I bet it was. Were you close?" 

She nodded. "Really close. I lied when I said I couldn't cook. I 
mean, I can't that well, but she taught me some stuff." 

I nodded. "That's good. You should be happy you have some 
good memories of her." 

“Yeah, I am. I have bad ones, too, but they're mostly from 
the end." 



“How did O'Brian take it?" 


She laughed softly. “He was a mess, but he didn't show it. 
That was pretty typical of him back then." 

“Still is." 

“I guess it's a mob guy thing." She gave me a look. 

“Hey, I'm full of emotions. I express myself all the time." 
“Breaking some guy's face isn't expressing yourself." 

“I disagree." 

She nudged me with her hip and I laughed. 

“I'm sorry you had to go through all of that," she said. 

"Yeah, I mean, it's in the past. I'm sorry you had to go 
through it, too. Especially with O'Brian." 

"He wasn't always a mess. Things were a lot better around 
the time you started showing up." 

“Well, obviously. I bring a certain feeling everywhere I go." 

"Right. You spread good cheer." 

“I'm the Santa Claus of violent criminals." 

She laughed and dropped a bunch of bananas into the cart. 
“Yeah, you have the gut and the beard and the red cheeks to 
match." 

I looked down at myself. “I am getting a little round in the 
middle. I practically have a dadbod now." 



She laughed again and threw her arms around me. "Don't 
make jokes. We both know you're ripped and I love it." 

"I know. You stare enough." 

"I do not!" she said, laughing harder. 

"Okay, sure. I don't mind being a piece of meat for you, 
though. So long as I get what I want." 

"What's that?" 

"You know what. That sweet pussy wrapped around my 
dick." 

She blushed, exactly what I was going for. 

"Don't say that so loud, someone might hear." 

I looked around and saw an old woman pushing a cart, a 
young mom with her two kids, and a single guy all standing 
nearby. 

"I doubt any of them care. I wouldn't mind telling them how 
good you taste." 

"Colin!" 

"What? Maybe they'd be interested in that fucking sexy 
little noise you make when my big dick pushes into you." 

"Oh, my god, cut it out. I'm going to leave." 

"Why, going to have to take care of yourself?" 

She laughed and hit my arm as we continued on through the 
store. 



It felt weird, being with her like that. I had fucked plenty of 
girls in my past, been with more than a few mob sluts and 
groupies, but I had never felt so comfortable with a woman 
before. Truthfully, I had never gone grocery shopping with 
any of them, let alone let myself get lost in any of their 
bodies for days at a time. Despite all the fluids I had 
exchanged with all the random girls, the most intimate thing 
I had ever done with a woman was walk through a grocery 
store and do nothing but talk and laugh. 

There was still some stupid macho part of me that thought I 
should at least get a hand job in the parking lot for putting 
up with something so domestic, but I was honestly having a 
good time. It wasn't just the sex, though the sex was hunger- 
inducing and incredible. I couldn't get enough of her full tits 
and curvy hips. It was also the jokes we told and the simple 
fact of being around each other. 

I knew what that meant. I'd known it for a while. But I was 
having trouble admitting it to myself. 

Old habits died hard. 

We checked out up front and I helped the cashier bag. We 
had gotten way too much stuff, probably enough for two 
weeks, but I told Bren that it was better safe than sorry. Who 
knew how long we were going to be staying in that house? 
And I sure as hell didn't want to have to leave the bedroom 
again if I didn't have to. 

We packed the stuff into the car and headed back home, 

Bren chatting idly about her friends from college. I half 
listened, nodding when I was supposed to nod, but really I 
was already planning on what I wanted to do to her as soon 
as the groceries were in the front door. 



Probably tear a hole right in her yoga pants. Just enough to 
slip my cock into her. Take her right there in the foyer 
without another word. Maybe even have her swallow my hot 
cum again. I could feel my cock begin to stiffen at the mere 
thought of shooting my heavy load into her pretty mouth. 
She was fucking incredible. 

We pulled down the long dirt road heading toward the 
farmhouse, and as we approached the house I suddenly 
slammed on the brakes fifty feet from the usual parking 
spot. 

Bren looked at me in alarm. 

"What's up?" 

I nodded at the house. "Look at the front door." 

She squinted for a second then gasped. 

Up ahead, the front door was standing slightly ajar, and I 
was willing to bet that I would see the splintered wood from 
where it had been pried open. 

"Did we do that?" she asked. 

"No. I wouldn't leave the door like that." 

She was quiet for a second. "Does that mean—?" 

I reached over her, opened the glove box, and pulled out my 
gun. She blinked at it as I checked the clip, pulled back the 
slide to put a bullet in the chamber, and flicked off the 
safety. I patted my pocket where my knife was resting 
comfortably, hooked to the fabric and ready to be pulled out 
in seconds. 



"What's happening?" she said, panic clear on her face. 


I looked at her. "Get in the driver's seat, turn the car around, 
and head away from here." 

"What are you going to do?" 

"I'm going inside." 

"Colin—" 

"No, listen to me," I interrupted her. "If Fabrizio is here, I'm 
ending this right now. You need to get somewhere far from 
here so that I won't be distracted by keeping you safe. Got 
it?" 


She nodded. "But what if something happens?" 

I laughed. "Believe me. This guy is nothing. If he's in there, 
I'll take care of him." 

I pushed open my door and climbed out. Bren shuffled over 
the gearshift and sat down in the front seat. She rolled down 
the window. 

"Colin, be careful." 

"I will be. Don't worry. Just keep driving until I call you." 

She nodded. "Okay." 

I gave her one last look, taking in her beautiful features. "It'll 
be fine." 

She looked like she wanted to say something. "Colin, I—" 
"Just get going." 



Before she could say whatever she was about to say, the 
words I had been secretly afraid and hoping for, I moved fast 
away from the car and stepped into the tree line. 


I moved as quietly as I could through the forest. I heard the 
car turn around and head back down the dirt road, toward 
safety. I lingered for a second, made sure she really was 
leaving, and then headed faster toward the house. 

Going in the front was probably suicide. Fabrizio was likely 
waiting in there to ambush me. But he probably didn't know 
about the back door that was meant for staff, and I would 
use that to my advantage. I kept to the shadows in the 
woods along the house's outer perimeter, keeping it in sight 
but staying far enough back that Fabrizio wouldn't get lucky 
and spot me. 

And I knew it was Fabrizio in there. It all made sense, 
everything. Somebody was feeding him information, and it 
was only a matter of time before he showed up at the 
farmhouse. The problem was, there were only three people 
in the entire Mob that knew about where we were, and two 
of those people were me and O'Brian. 

The other was Davin. 

I made my way to the back of the house and slipped up 
quietly to the edge of the woods. I watched for a minute, 
trying to spot any movement in the windows in the back, 
but couldn't see a thing. After another minute, I decided 
that it was now or never, and so I moved at a sprint, keeping 
as low as possible, up the back lawn. 

Nothing happened. Nobody yelled, nobody shot at me. I 
made it to the back door and pressed myself against the 




back wall, breathing heavily. I stayed like that for another 
minute, listening and watching. The house was eerily still. 

I moved up along the wall and stopped at the plain service 
entrance. I typed in a series of numbers on the control panel 
and heard a soft click as the door unlocked. Gun held level 
and ready, I pushed it open. 

The room was empty. I moved in quickly, closing the door 
and locking it behind me. I walked past laundry machines 
and closets full of cleaning supplies and found the back 
staircase that led up to the main floor. The house had been 
built on a slope, so the back door led into the basement and 
the front door led into the ground level, something I was 
sure Fabrizio hadn't realized. 

I crept up the stairs, holding my gun out. I heard nothing as I 
pushed open the door softly, making absolutely no sound. 

My heart was hammering in my chest, but I felt clearer and 
more in control than I ever had before. It was the same 
feeling I always got when I went on dangerous jobs. For 
some reason, the adrenaline and the danger brought out the 
best in me, and I thrived on it. I lived for the feeling of terror 
and imminent violence, almost as much as I lived for 
fucking. Only an orgasm could beat the feeling of defeating 
another man in a fairfight. 

And I wanted nothing more than to beat Fabrizio. 

I moved into the open first floor, staying crouched and close 
to the wall. I kept my breathing even and my gun out as I 
moved slowly toward the front door. I turned down the 
hallway and saw it standing ajar up ahead. Like I had 
predicted, there were splinters all over the ground where 
somebody had either kicked it or pried it open. The door 
wasn't blast proof like the one at O'Brian's townhouse in the 



city, but it was a sturdy thing. Fabrizio must have worked 
pretty fucking hard to get it open. 

The hall up ahead opened into the large entrance foyer. I 
crept forward as softly as possible, ready for anything. I took 
a deep breath to steady myself. I was guessing he was just 
ahead, probably crouching near the stairs. Anticipating that, 

I stepped out from the hall. 

Instead of being by the stairs, he was pressed flat against 
the wall, inches away from me. He came at me fast. With his 
free hand, he slapped the hand that held my gun down and 
away from him, and fired his own weapon. I reacted fast, but 
not fast enough, as I felt the bullet bite into my left shoulder. 
I brought my right hand up and fired back at him, missing as 
he ducked to one side. 

I didn't have time to think. We were in a point-blank 
firefight. I leapt after him, tackling him to the ground. I 
heard his gun go off two more times, but the shots fired 
uselessly behind me as I speared him down against the floor. 
My gun hand smashed onto the hard wood and I felt myself 
lose my grip and the weapon go spinning away. 

I reared back as he held his pistol up at me. I smacked it 
away as another shot rang out and I grabbed his wrist. He 
hit me in the gut and the kidneys, but I twisted and 
wrenched his wrist. He screamed out in pain as I moved the 
bones in a way they weren't meant to move, and he released 
his grip on the gun. It bounced twice, landing a few feet 
away. 

I turned back toward him as he punched me in the gut 
again, turning his body and pushing me off of him. He 
scrambled for the gun, but I was on my feet and kicking it 



away before he could reach it. His face was a mask of anger 
and disbelief. 

He turned on me, his fists up. He punched at me twice and I 
dodged back, out of his reach. He came at me, muscles 
tense and moving quickly, and I could feel pain lancing up 
my shoulder as warm blood slid from the wound. I put it out 
of my mind as he punched high and aimed a kick low. I 
blocked the punch and ate the kick. 

Pain lanced through my shin as I counterattacked. I punched 
him once in the mouth and he blocked my second punch, 
trying to get a grip on my wrist. I twisted my arm, pulling 
him close. I could smell his aftershave, our arms intertwined 
and struggling for control. There was no doubt that it was 
Fabrizio. I would have recognized him from anywhere. I 
grinned and reared back my head. 

His eyes went wide as I smashed my forehead into his nose. 
Pain jumped through my skull, but I did it again, and again, 
and again. I heard a crunch on the second shot and blood 
flowed freely from his broken nose. He released his grip and 
stumbled backward. 

I didn't give him time to collect himself. I came at him low 
and hard like a boxer, throwing him punishing gut shots. 
That made him drop his arms, and I stepped in for a vicious 
right hook. He stumbled backwards, and then fell. 

I was on him in a second, my knife in my hand. I flicked open 
the blade and held it against his throat. His eyes were wide 
with terror and he held his hands up on either side of his 
head. 

“You motherfucker, Fabrizio," I growled. 


He smiled. "Colin Blake." 



"You shouldn't have come here." 


We were both bloodied and breathing heavy. My shoulder 
was aching like crazy. 

"Where the fuck is she?" he asked. 

"She's nowhere near here." 

He spit blood, missing my face but hitting my chest. I 
pressed the knife even harder, drawing a thin bead of red 
along his skin. 

"Do that again," I said, "and I'll cut your throat right here." 

He laughed. "You can't kill me. You won't start a war with my 
family." 

"You think your family has your back right now, after all this 
shit?" 

I could see the moment of doubt in his eyes, and I knew I 
had him. I wasn't about to tell him that he was absolutely 
right, that I shouldn't kill him if I could avoid it. But it was 
better if he thought that I was on the verge of taking his life 
at any moment. 

I adjusted my weight and stood up, hauling him up with me. 

I kept my knife inches from his throat. 

"Walk," I said. We marched into the kitchen. On the way, I 
crouched down and grabbed my gun, training it on him 
before he could make a move. 

"In," I said, motioning to the kitchen. He obeyed. I nodded at 
a chair and he sat. 



I sat down in a chair inches away from him. I leaned forward 
on my knees, gun held level at his chest. 

"Now we're going to have a chat." 

"I have nothing to say to you, fucking dirty Irish. Go get my 
wife." 

"She isn't yours anymore, or don't you get that?" 

"She married me. She's mine until one of us is dead." 

I cocked back the hammer on my gun. 

"I can make that happen." 

He blinked. "Fine, okay. What do you want to know?" 

"First thing's first. Why chase her?" 

He laughed. "You don't get it, do you? She married me. That 
means she's mine. I couldn't just let her get away. I would 
rather die than let people think I'm weak." 

I nodded. That confirmed it, for me at least. Fabrizio wasn't 
working for the Italians or motivated by anything more than 
sheer insanity. I had wondered if maybe whoever was behind 
Fabrizio might be trying to start some kind of coup in order 
to take over the Mob, but Fabrizio didn't know anything 
about that if it were true. He was probably just a stupid 
pawn in the whole thing. 

"Next question. And this is the important one. If you lie to 
me, or refuse to answer, I'm going to start cutting." I held up 
my knife. 


He shrugged and looked away. 



"Who told you about this place?" 

He laughed. "I can't tell you that." 

"Wrong answer." 

Before he could react, I grabbed his face and ran my knife 
down his right cheek. He screamed and tried to push me 
away, but the damage was already done. I sat back down as 
he touched his bleeding face. 

"That'll be one nice scar," I said. 

"You fucking psycho." 

"I told you what would happen if you refuse to answer." 

"Jesus, my fucking face." 

"Lie again, and I cut off part of your ear." 

"Okay, fuck. Davin, your fucking guy. Davin was feeding me 
information the whole time." 

There was a creak by the doorway. 

"Davin?" 

I looked up, surprised by the voice. I stared at Brenna 
standing nearby, her face a mask of outrage. 

I stood up. "You shouldn't be here, Bren." 

"Ah, there she is. My wife. You look perfect." 

I hit Fabrizio in the face with the butt of my gun. It probably 
knocked a tooth loose. 



“Speak to her again and I'll shoot you." 

He sneered at me but kept silent. I looked back at her. 
“Please, this isn't something you need to see." 

She shook her head, stepping into the room. 

“No, I need to be here for this." 

I sighed. "Bren. Really. There's no shame in you leaving." 

She shook her head, coming closer. “You don't get it. This 
psycho had me living in fear for a long time. And now I want 
revenge." 

She walked right up to him and stared into his eyes. He 
smiled back at her, but didn't speak. 

“You are nothing anymore, Vince. You are a disgusting pig. I 
would die before I went back to you. I hope your people kill 
you, but if they don't, at least they all know how pathetic 
you are." 

“Fuck you, little Brenna. You're mine and always—" 

He was cut off by the bullet I put in his thigh. He screamed 
in pain. Bren jumped away from him, her hands covering her 
ears. 

“I fucking told you I was going to do that," I said. 

Bren opened her mouth, clearly surprised. 

"Are you okay?" I said to her. 


She nodded. "He deserved that." 



"Yeah, he did." 

"What do we do now?" 

I shrugged. "Go get some rope. There should be some 
downstairs. If not, tear up some sheets. We'll take him back 
to your dad." 

She nodded. "Okay. Okay. Are you okay?" 

I shrugged. "Fine. Actually, grab me a strip of sheets first." 
She noticed the wound for the first time. 

"Oh fuck, Colin, you're shot." 

"I'm fine. Seriously. It's just my shoulder. We'll bandage it up 
and head back into the city." 

"You need a doctor." 

"There's a doctor in the city." 

"But—" 

"The longer you argue, the more I stand here bleeding." 

She nodded and headed off. I looked back at Fabrizio, who 
had fallen out of the chair and was rolling side to side, 
holding his wounded leg. I walked over and stood looking 
down at him. 

"You're lucky she's here. I planned on cutting one of your 
ears off, regardless of what you said." He groaned in 
response. I crouched down next to him. "If I ever so much as 
smell you in my city again, if you ever even think of Bren 
again, I will end your life. You know I'm more than capable of 
it. Nod if you understand." 



He nodded, his face contorted in pain. 


“Good. We'll take you back now. Don't struggle. The longer it 
takes to get into the city, the more likely you are to lose that 
leg." 

He let out a long moan as I stood up, grinning. Serves that 
fuck right, I thought. 

Bren returned with some rope and a sheet. She helped me 
clean and dress my wound. I was lucky that the bullet went 
clean through, which meant I probably wouldn't need 
surgery. We tied Fabrizio up, and Bren tied a rag around his 
wound to keep him from bleeding to death in my car. He 
wasn't as lucky as me, since the bullet was still in his leg, 
and he was probably in for some more pain in the near 
future. 

I didn't feel bad for him. 

I half carried, half dragged him out to the car, and pushed 
him into the back seat. I followed him in, gun trained on him 
the whole time. Bren got up front, and we were off. 

We were silent on the ride back to the city. I had Fabrizio, 
which meant that the nightmare for Bren was over. Relief 
flooded through my body for that, at least. 

But the fight wasn't done. Not yet, at least. 

Davin had still betrayed us and put the boss's daughter in 
danger. No, he had betrayed me, and put the woman I had 
fallen in love with in danger. He was going to pay for that. 
Fabrizio got off easy compared to what I had in store for that 
traitorous fuck Davin. 



Chapter Twenty: Brenna 

The roof deck felt empty and strange after everything that 
had happened at my dad's farmhouse. I looked out across 
the city that I had so desperately wanted to remain in and 
felt only confusion. 

How had Davin betrayed us? And what was Colin up to? As 
we climbed out of the car outside of my dad's pub, Colin had 
made me promise not to mention anything about Davin to 
anyone, not even to my dad. I didn't know why we needed 
to keep it from him, but I nodded and promised him that I 
wouldn't say anything. 

Because I owed him that much. After all, he had saved my 
life over and over again. Not to mention, he gave me the 
best orgasms of my life, but it probably wasn't the time to be 
thinking about that. Still, I couldn't help myself. Despite the 
stepbrother issue still hanging over our heads, Colin was the 
only thing on my mind. From the first moment I saw him 
walk out from the shower all those weeks ago, to the 
moment I rode him in his car, I knew I was slowly falling in 
love all over again. 

It wasn't the same way I felt with Vince. Back then, Vince 
was so exciting and fun. He took me to all the best 
restaurants and showed me a side of New York that I would 
never have seen without him. But I realized that I was never 
in love with Vince. I was just in love with the kind of lifestyle 
I thought he could provide me. I was stupid and young and 
naive. 



But I was learning. 

I looked up as the door opened and Colin stepped out onto 
the deck, his arm in a white sling. I stood up. 

“Hey, are you okay?" 

He grinned. "Been better. Doctor said I'll be fine." 

I ran over to him and threw my arms around his neck. I could 
feel him flinch, but he didn't pull away from me. Instead, he 
wrapped his one good arm around my back and pulled me 
tighter. 

“It's over now, Bren. It's all over." 

I kissed his neck and his cheek and his lips, drinking him in. 
He pulled away after a second. 

“What's wrong?" 

I shook my head. How could I explain? 

"What are they going to do with Vince?" I asked. 

"Your dad has him right now. Probably running him through 
the wringer. We'll hand him over to the Italians tomorrow, 
and that'll be that." 

"What about that other issue?" 

He frowned and led me back over to the chairs, sitting down 
with a sigh. 

"You haven't mentioned it to anyone, right?" 


I nodded. 



“Good. Davin has little spies all over the fucking place." 


“Does Dad know?" 

He nodded. "Yeah. I told him as soon as I could." 

I was silent for a second. I couldn't imagine how my dad was 
feeling at that moment. Davin had been around our family 
for so long that he felt almost like a distant uncle or 
something. He had been around when my mom died and 
had helped to take care of me. And yet, he had purposefully 
put me in danger for whatever insane reason. I couldn't even 
imagine what he was thinking. 

“How did he take it?" I asked. 

“Not good. He didn't believe me at first." 

"I can talk to him." 

"No need. I convinced him." 

I nodded. "Why would Davin do this?" 

Colin sighed and leaned back in his chair. 

“He was never happy when I got picked to be second in 
command over him, you know. Pretty fucking pissed actually. 
He did anything he could to get back to me." 

I nodded. "But why would he do this to me?" 

“My guess is, he probably wanted to make me look bad. He 
probably wanted to keep Fabrizio floating around, make your 
dad doubt me, and eventually get himself put in charge of 
you. Then, as soon as Davin was in charge of your safety, I 
bet Fabrizio would have been caught." 



"That's insane." 


"Yeah, maybe it is." 

"So then why would he send Vince into the house? That 
doesn't make sense." 

He shook his head. "I'm guessing Davin told him not to do 
anything too direct, and he didn't listen. Probably got cocky 
from evading us for so long." 

"So, that's it? His plan failed because Vince didn't listen?" 

"His plan failed because he's a snake motherfucker, and I'm 
the better man. His plan failed because he didn't think I'd be 
able to take on Fabrizio." 

I laughed, unable to help myself. Even in a sling, Colin 
looked like he could dominate a room with only a cocky 
smile and his pinky finger. 

"What now?" 

"That's what I'm here to talk to you about." 

I could tell by his tone that I wasn't going to like what he 
had to say. 

"Okay, let's get it over with then." 

He took a deep breath. "Davin has to be punished." 

I stared at him for a second, taking that in. "What does that 
mean?" 

"Bren, he tried to hurt you. He helped that psycho ex of 
yours terrorize you." 



“But how will you punish him?" 

“We're not sure yet. I was hoping you'd tell me." 

I blinked at him. "You want me to decide?" 

“It's actually your dad's idea." 

“Why?" 

He leaned back and shrugged. “I don't know. If I had my 
way, I'd put a bullet in his head and move on." 

“Is that... is that an option?" 

He nodded. “It's always an option." 

I sighed and leaned back in my chair. "This is too much. Why 
does he want me to decide?" 

“I think he just wants to avoid upsetting you. It's his weird 
way of apologizing for everything, too." 

“I don't know what to say. This is actually a little upsetting. 
You want me to choose whether a guy lives or dies?" 

He nodded. "Okay. I get it. Leave it to me, then." 

"What are you going to do?" 

"Don't think about it, Bren. I'm going to do what has to be 
done." 

“I don't think I'll be able to sleep if Davin gets killed because 
of me." 

He stood up, walked over to me, and kneeled down in front 
of me. His gaze was serious and intense, as if he were trying 



to look directly into my soul. 


"Whatever happens won't be your fault." 

"But I'm the one who's supposed to choose." 

He shook his head. "Listen to me. That was just a dumb idea 
your dad had. Whatever happens is on me. And I can handle 
it." 

"You've done so much already." 

"And I'll keep doing more." 

"Why?" I asked, suddenly unsure of myself. "Why are you 
doing all of this?" 

He stared at me. "You know why." 

"Say it," I whispered. 

"You're fucking mine. That's why." 

I nodded. "I love you," I said softly. 

He grinned. "I know. And I'm yours, too." 

I looked away, blushing, afraid of the intense and cocky look 
he was giving me. He reached out, pulled my face toward 
him, and crushed his mouth against mine, kissing me hard. 

It was the first time I had told a man I loved him first, and it 
was the first time I really meant it. I kissed him back with 
everything inside of me, fear and guilt and uncertainty all 
melting away. 

Finally, he pulled back from the kiss. 



“That's why I'll keep doing this for you. So, don't worry 
about Davin. I'll take care of it." 

I nodded, breathless. "Okay." 

He stood. "Now I've got some shit to take care of. I'll be back 
later." He turned to go. 

"Wait," I said, standing. "There's one more thing." 

He looked back at me. "I was waiting for this." 

"The adoption." 

He nodded. "What about it?" 

"Are you going to sign?" 

"I'm surprised you care so much." 

My jaw nearly fell open. "Are you kidding? After what I just 
said?" 

He shrugged nonchalantly. "It's no big deal, people do it all 
the time. It's not like we're blood related or anything." 

"Gross. Colin, that's gross." 

"Come on, you know you like it." 

"No, you asshole. God, you can really piss me off." I felt the 
anger from the past few weeks suddenly return and begin to 
boil over. "You idiot. You've been messing with me all this 
time. I'm so sick of opening myself up to guys like you just 
to have you crush me again because you're too busy 
furthering your own personal career or whatever you call 
being a criminal." 



“Bren—” he said, trying to interrupt. 

“No, you listen to me. Don't interrupt. If we're doing this, 
you're not going to be my stepbrother. That's the end of it. 
I'm tired of getting walked all over. No more uncertainty." 

"Are you done?" he said. 

I clenched my jaw. "Yes, I'm done. Asshole." 

His face broke out into a huge grin. 

"I think this is our first fight," he said, laughing. 

"This isn't funny, you dick. Why are you laughing?" 

"I didn't sign the papers." 

I looked at him for a second. "Oh." 

"Wait here." 

Before I could say anything, he turned and walked inside 
quickly. I stood there feeling like a total jerk for a minute 
until he came back carrying a packet of papers. 

He held them out for me. "Here." 

I took them and skimmed through the text. They looked like 
adoption papers, with a whole bunch of legalistic clauses 
and language that I couldn't begin to understand at first 
glance. Finally, I got to the last page, and noticed that my 
dad had signed, but Colin had not. 

I looked back up at him. "This doesn't mean you won't, 
though." 


He held out his hand. "Give them to me." 



I handed them back. He put one corner in his mouth and 
tore them right down the middle. He walked over to the 
edge of the roof and tossed the papers up into the wind. 
They fluttered softly for a second, caught in the breeze, and 
were scattered out over the city. 

“There. That's done. You can stop worrying about it." 

I didn't know if I wanted to laugh or to cry. "All this time...." I 
said, shaking my head. 

He shrugged. “I didn't know what was happening here. Now 
it's in the open." 

"You didn't think to say anything?" 

"Not a chance, Princess." 

I shook my head. "Unbelievable." 

"Is it? I don't know. I would call all those earth-shattering 
orgasms I've given you 'unbelievable,' but not that." 

I couldn't help but smile. "Even with one arm, you're still a 
cocky bastard." 

"It's easy to be cocky when you can back it up." 

He stepped close to me and pulled me against him. I could 
feel his dick hard underneath his pants. I shook my head. 

"Don't you have somewhere to be?" I asked. 

"Yeah, I do. But you look too fucking hot in those yoga 
pants." 


"I wear these all the time." 



"And I fuck you all the time." 

He crushed my lips in another kiss, opening his mouth and 
letting his tongue roam across mine. I realized that it was 
our first kiss without anything hanging over our heads. We 
both knew where the other stood, and we weren't ever going 
to be brother and sister. 

As he kissed me, I felt his free hand press itself down my 
yoga pants and begin to softly stroke my clit. I shivered, 
feeling the wetness increase. 

"Wait," I said, pulling away. "What about your arm?" 

He grinned as he touched me. I let out a soft moan. 

"I could get you off limbless and blindfolded." 

"You make that sound so sexy." 

"Gunshot or not, I'm more man than you'll ever need." 

I didn't answer, because he was too busy kissing me again, 
and I was too busy giving in to his desire. I wrapped my arms 
around his shoulders as his fingers pressed beneath my 
panties and rubbed my swollen and needy clit. I was soaked 
through and giving in to him, because I'd always give in to 
him. I didn't have the strength to resist. 

He walked me forward until I felt the backs of my legs hit up 
against the seat of a chair. I sat down and began to unbuckle 
his pants. Before I dropped them around his ankles, he 
fished a condom out of his pocket. 

I felt the outline of his hard cock through his boxer briefs, 
marveling again at its size. He was always ready for me, rock 
hard in a second, and I knew I could always rely on his dick. I 



slid his underwear down and he stepped out of his pants and 
his underwear. 

I spit in my hand and he grinned as I began to stroke his 
dick. 

“Shirt off," he ordered. 

I laughed. "Get it yourself," I teased. 

"You either take it off or I tear it off. Your choice." 

I laughed then pulled my shirt up and off. He looked 
hungrily at my breasts and reached down to fondle them as I 
kissed the tip of his dick. He grunted, squeezing, and I slid 
him into my mouth. I sucked him hard, pushing it down into 
my throat, looking up at him. 

"My favorite view in the world," he said. "My cock in your 
pretty throat." 

I began to suck him slowly, up and down his shaft, using my 
hand to trail along behind my lips. He grunted his pleasure 
and I sped up, working him hard. I could tell I was soaked 
through and practically aching for him, but I wanted him to 
love it. I wanted to suck his cock and make him happy 
because he more than deserved it. Plus, I loved having his 
heavy dick in my mouth, and I loved the grunts he made as I 
sucked him faster and faster. 

Finally, after a minute or two, he grabbed the back of my 
hair and pulled me off of him. He leaned forward and kissed 
me hungrily, and I returned his desire. He pulled me up to 
my feet and roughly spun me around. I gasped, loving how 
strong he was even with only one arm, as he tugged down 
my pants. I was aching and soaked for him, and loved being 
exposed up on the roof. 



I watched over my shoulder as he tore open the condom 
wrapper with his teeth and used his one hand to roll it over 
his dick. 

“Impressive," I said. 

“Told you. One hand is enough." 

He stepped close, tugging at my hips, and I felt his tip press 
against my entrance. I groaned, tossing my hair back, as he 
pressed deep into me with one practiced thrust. 

“Shit," I gasped. "That never gets old." 

“You're damn right, it doesn't." 

He began to stroke in and out of me slowly, filling me up. 

“Is your arm okay?" I asked. 

He answered by slapping my ass hard. 

"Ask about it again." 

“I'm just making sure—" 

He spanked me again, harder. I gasped at the pain, but it 
was quickly masked by his hand reaching around my hips 
and rubbing my clit. I threw my head back and moaned at 
the combination of his big cock and his practiced fingers 
working my soaked-through pussy. 

“Oh, shit," I groaned. 

"Maybe two hands is too much for you," he said. “Maybe I'll 
have to wear a sling more often." 


“I'll take whatever," I moaned, not really able to think. 



“I know you will." 


He continued to thrust deep into me, mercilessly working my 
body. I bucked my hips back against him, losing myself in 
the pleasure and the stimulation. I needed him more and 
more, wanted every inch, and he had plenty to give. 

I felt him lean forward, his hand still gently and skillfully 
working my clit, and his cock still thrust deep into me. 

"You're fucking mine now, Brenna." 

"Yes," I moaned. 

"Your pussy is mine. Your lips are mine. Your big, perfect tits 
are mine." 

"Everything is yours." 

"And I'm going to take you as much as I want." 

"Please," I moaned, shivers running up my spine. 

"Please what?" 

"Please, make me come," I said. 

"Are you sure?" 

"Oh, god—fuck, yes, make me come." 

He leaned back and began to fuck me harder, his thrusts 
slapping up against my ass, and his hand still working my 
clit. I worked my hips back against him, taking every inch of 
him, losing myself in the sweat and the heat that was his 
body. 



I was his in every inch of my being, and he was mine. His 
thick cock was mine, his perfect sculpted body was mine, his 
cocky attitude and his strength were all mine. 

I reached back and grabbed his hips, working my ass, and 
the orgasm rolled through me. I threw my head back and 
moaned loudly, not caring who heard. I came hard on his 
dick and with abandon, unable to control myself. I felt him 
stiffen behind me and heard him grunt, clearly having his 
own orgasm, and I kept working and rocking my hips in 
circles as he thrust into me. 

We came down together, slowly, sweating in the heat of the 
day. Once it was done, he pulled himself out of me and 
collapsed onto a chair. I climbed into his lap, careful of his 
arm, and curled myself against him. 

“Fuck, girl, you're too much," he said. 

I smiled. "Yeah, you're not bad yourself." 

We sat there in silence for a few minutes, and I enjoyed his 
heat and the thump of his heart. Finally, he stirred. 

“I really do have something to do right now," he said softly. 

I laughed. "Sorry, I totally forgot." 

I stood up and watched him pull the condom from his 
softening dick. He walked over and tossed it into a trashcan 
then pulled his underwear and pants back on. I watched him 
struggle a bit, but decided not to help. 

Finally, he looked up at me. 

"It's going to be okay. I'll be back soon." 



"Okay. Have fun." 
He laughed. 

"I will." 



Chapter Twenty-One: Colin 

We stood facing down the Italians in an empty parking lot at 
around midnight. The lights cast a ghoulish glow around our 
men as we shifted nervously from side to side. Fabrizio stood 
next to me, his wrists tied together with rope, his mouth 
bound with duct tape. I glanced over at Jimmy, standing 
with a grave look on his face behind his men, and I nodded 
at him. He gave me a tight smile in response. 

Each side had at least twenty men, and everyone was armed 
to the teeth. It was one of the biggest shows of force our two 
gangs had gone through in a long time. There was no reason 
for bloodshed, since everyone wanted the same thing, but 
still—in our line of work, it was better safe than sorry. 

O'Brian walked out into the center of the lot and stood alone 
between our two groups. 

“Most honorable Don," he called out. "We have the rat 
prisoner that has been evading your people for so long." 

An older man in a long trench coat stepped forward to meet 
O'Brian. The Don of the Italians was a thin man with jet 
black hair graying at the sides and a sharp, hooked nose. He 
was an intense man, though I had no real experience with 
him at all. I had only ever heard rumors, and the rumors 
were all the same: violent, intelligent, and dangerous. 


He was my kind of guy. 



"Boss O'Brian," the Don called out. "We thank you for this 
generous gift." 


O'Brian nodded. "It was our pleasure." 

"Tell me, why does he look so abused?" 

I glanced at Fabrizio and couldn't stifle a smile. For the past 
few hours, our men had worked him over again and again, 
keeping him awake but inflicting as much pain as possible, 
all as a lesson to him and his New York people. We had kept 
him from losing his leg, but we had made his life miserable 
in other ways. They weren't going to fuck with the Irish ever 
again. 

"Don, I can only say that he must have fallen down a flight 
of stairs. I do not know why he is so abused." 

The Italian boss smiled and stopped in front of O'Brian. 

"Your boys didn't have anything to do with it?" 

"Don, I am offended," O'Brian said, playing it up. "We would 
never injure a member of the Cosa Nostra, not on purpose, 
at least." 

"And so, this was an accident?" 

"Purely an accident." 

Fabrizio looked terrified and shocked as the two men shook 
hands amiably. I knew that the pageantry was all for the 
enlisted men. In fact, the Italian Don knew from the start 
that we had caught Fabrizio, and approved of our violent 
activities against him. As it turned out, the Italians didn't 
take kindly to members of their own who went rogue and 
tried to start a war with another powerful gang. 



"Very well, I take your word," the Don said. 

"Most appreciated, Don." 

"Please, send the man over and let's be done with this whole 
thing." 

"Gladly." 

O'Brian jerked his head toward me, and I shoved Fabrizio 
forward. He stumbled but caught himself and walked over to 
the Italian side, limping on his wounded leg. I followed him 
up until we reached O'Brian and the Don, and watched as 
Fabrizio continued on over to his people. Once he was there, 
someone ripped off the duct tape and cut his hands free. 
Fabrizio gave me a dirty look but couldn't meet my eyes. 

Good. He was lucky to be alive. But at least I had broken him 
like the dog he was. 

O'Brian gestured at me. "Don, this is Colin Blake, my second 
in command." 

They spoke softer, not wanting the men to overhear. 

The Don nodded. "Good to meet you. I've heard good 
things." 

I dipped my head in respect. "Thank you, sir." 

"But please, don't beat anymore of my soldiers. They get 
angry when you do that." 

I grinned. "I won't, sir. At least not without a very good 
reason." 


He laughed. "Good enough." 



O'Brian gave me a nod and I walked back over to our people 
and leaned back against the hood of my car, watching. 
Fabrizio was hustled into the back of a car and it pulled 
away immediately, driving fast to whatever hole they were 
going to put him in. I wondered what the Italians were going 
to do to him in the long run, or if we were punishment 
enough for the piece of shit. I hoped he had more pain in 
store. 

O'Brian and the Don spoke in low tones about something. I 
didn't bother trying to listen in, since O'Brian would tell me 
all about it later. Still, it was a pretty big deal to see the two 
most powerful gang leaders in the city speaking out in the 
open like they were. They communicated all the time, but 
usually through back channels, and never in person. We had 
to keep up appearances, after all. 

Finally, they finished and shook hands again. O'Brian came 
back to our group and the Don went back to his people. We 
watched as the Italians got into their cars and drove off, and 
O'Brian dismissed most of the other men on our side. Finally, 
after all the cars pulled away, it was only me and him left 
behind, looking out at the empty parking lot. 

"You did a good job," he said. 

"Thanks." 

He leaned up against the car next to me and sighed. "About 
that thing you mentioned." 

"You mean, Davin betraying us?" 

He winced. He hadn't exactly taken the whole thing very 
well, especially considering Davin had been such an 
important part of the gang for so many years. 



"Yes, about that. Did my daughter have a sentence for him? I 
want her to feel safe again." 

"She wasn't exactly in the state of mind to deal with that." 

"I see. Well, I just want her to feel protected." 

"I know that, sir. She left it up to me." 

He looked at me in silence for a minute. 

"Okay then. Davin's fate is up to you." 

I nodded. "I'll take care of him." 

We sat in silence for a moment. I wondered what was going 
on inside of his head, but figured I wouldn't press the man 
any more than I had to. 

"About the adoption," he said, breaking the silence. 

"I'm in love with Brenna," I blurted out. 

He stared at me, clearly surprised. I had no clue why it came 
out like that, but it did. I couldn't keep bullshitting the man 
when I had no intention of becoming his adopted son. If he 
didn't approve of it, well, then I would deal with what 
happened next. Maybe take Bren and leave the city, find 
someplace safe. 

Instead of chewing me out, he started laughing. I stared for 
a second then joined in, laughing loudly in the empty night. 

"So, that's it, then," he finally said. 

"Yeah, that's it. I'm in love with your daughter." 


He shook his head. "And what does she think?" 



"I think she feels the same way, sir.” 

He nodded and our laughter died down. 

”1 guess becoming her stepbrother would make things 
awkward." 

"It would, yeah.” 

"Okay. Forget about the adoption." 

"You're not angry?" 

He shrugged. "Frankly, I'm not surprised. I saw it years ago. I 
should have seen it again this time." 

"Still, it messes up your plans." 

"Actually, this is good for me. The adoption was a play, but it 
was a weak play and we both knew it. If you happened to 
marry my daughter...." He shrugged. "That would make you 
my son-in-law." 

"We haven't talked about marriage." 

He gave me a wicked grin. It was absolutely terrifying. "Well, 
you better start, son." 

I said nothing, just nodded. I hadn't realized that I was the 
marrying type, but maybe I was. Maybe I could learn to be, 
at least. 

If I was going to take the plunge with anyone, it was going to 
be with Bren. It could only ever be with her. 

"For your sake, she better feel the same way," he said. "I'm 
not going to try and adopt you a second time." 



“I'll take that risk." 


He looked at me seriously for a second, appraising me in 
that way he had. 

“That's good to hear. Men take a risk on the people they care 
about. I'd think less of you if you had answered any other 
way." 

I laughed and shrugged. "What can I say, sir? I am what I 
am." 

"Aren't we all?" 

O'Brian pushed up off the car and began to walk away. 

“What now, sir?" I said after him. 

"Take care of Davin. Do whatever you're going to do 
tonight." 

“Why tonight?" 

“I'm sure he knows we know. If he's not trying to run right 
now, he will be soon. Be careful. Davin isn't as weak as he 
appears." 

I nodded. "I will." 

He sighed. “I'm going home to see Bren. I'll tell her the 
adoption is off." 

“She already knows." 

He laughed. "Tell me next time." 

“I will." 



"And Colin?" 

"Yes sir?" 

"Don't make a fucking mess." 

"I'll try not to." I grinned. 

He nodded then climbed into his car. I watched him pull 
away. 

The wound in my shoulder throbbed, but I couldn't let that 
get in the way of what I had to do. There was one last thing, 
one final move I had to make, and it would arguably be the 
most dangerous thing I'd done so far. 

At least things were good with O'Brian. At least he wasn't 
going to cut my throat for fucking his daughter. Or at least 
he hadn't done it yet. 

I pushed off my car and climbed into the driver's seat, 
starting the engine. I took a second to collect myself, and 
then began to drive fast toward Davin's apartment, ready to 
finish everything. 

I laughed softly. I knew I would have to take care of him 
eventually, but I never imagined it would be at the end of 
the gun. Life is funny sometimes. 


Davin lived in a small neighborhood in the deep southern 
part of Philly's west side. I parked two blocks away, tucking 
my loaded and ready pistol into my pants, and walked 
through the dark streets. Once across the street from his 
building, I stood and watched it for ten minutes, waiting for 
any sign of movement anywhere around the area. There was 




nobody, or at least nobody that I saw, which meant that 
either Davin wasn't home, or he didn't have any people with 
him yet. 

He might even have thought he was safe. 

I walked across the street, stood on his stoop, and took a 
deep breath. It was now or never. I rang his buzzer. 

There was silence for a minute then the intercom crackled. 

“Davin," came his voice. 

“It's Colin. Can we talk?" 

There was a pause. "Colin my boy, it's late! What are you 
doing here?" 

“O'Brian sent me. Shit went wrong at the drop earlier." 

Another pause. "Fabrizio got away?" 

I made a face. The rat fuck had the nerve to sound hopeful. 

“Not exactly. Got shot a few times. We need to talk, but not 
out here." 

“Come up." The door buzzed open and I pushed through, 
moving up the steps slowly. I fingered the pistol in my 
waistband, going over in my mind the precise movements it 
would take to pull it out and fire it as fast as possible. 

Davin's building was a new construction thing, all modern 
angles and glass lines and green plants. Not many people 
lived there, and I was pretty sure that was because Davin 
had bought up half of the apartments in the place to use as 
his own space. I had only ever been there once before, but I 
knew the door as soon as I saw it. 



He pulled it open after the first knock. 


“Colin, come on in." I followed him into a spacious foyer that 
led us into a kitchen and living room area. It was richly 
furnished with expensive paintings, lamps, white couches, 
and white plush rugs. It reminded me a lot of the farmhouse, 
but much tackier. Davin didn't have the eye or the 
knowledge to pick things out. Instead, the place looked 
gaudy and overdone. 

He had two glasses of whiskey poured, and he handed me 
one. 

I grinned at him. "Nice place." 

“Thanks. How's the arm?" 

I shrugged. “It's fine." 

"Here's to the Mob." 

He held his glass up. I clinked mine against it, but instead of 
drinking, I put it back down on the counter. I didn't know 
what he had put in my glass, if anything, and I didn't want 
to take any chances. 

“We need to talk." 

He laughed. "What's wrong? Staying sober?" 

“Right now, I am. Shit went down." 

"What sort of shit?" 

“The Italians were more pissed than we thought. As soon as 
Fabrizio was on their side, they started shooting. O'Brian 
took some, but I think they got the worst of it." 



“Fuck," he said, but his eyes suggested excitement instead 
of concern. 

"Yeah, fuck is right." 

“Is O'Brian okay?" 

“We don't know, honestly." 

“Fuck," he said again, sipping his whiskey. I could see the 
joy rolling off him in waves. 

I had to control myself. I was half ready to try and strangle 
him then and there, but I couldn't win a fight with him, not 
with a gunshot shoulder. I had to surprise him if I was going 
to get out alive. I couldn't let it turn into hand to hand 
fighting, either. It had to be quick and clean. 

"We need to go see him," Davin said. 

“Soon, we can soon." 

He moved around into the kitchen. 

“Let me just get my things." 

He moved fast. The drawer whipped open and his hand 
came up. 

But I was faster. I saw his move coming from a mile away, 
and my hand was already wrapped around the gun. As soon 
as that drawer opened and I saw the look in his eyes, I 
pulled my gun out and fired off two shots. They took him in 
the chest, sending him stumbling backwards. The noise of 
the shots filled up the space. 

He stumbled backwards, dropping his own gun, and 
collapsed into the ground. 



And it was over. I wasn't sure if he had seen through my 
bullshit story or if he just wanted to eliminate me from 
contention for leadership, but he had gotten overconfident. 

I walked around the counter, gun pointed at his face. Davin 
smiled at me, blood on his lips. 

"O'Brian is fine," I said. 

"Yeah, I figured." 

"And Fabrizio told us everything." 

"I knew it would be you," he said. "I knew O'Brian would 
send you. It was always fucking you." 

"Don't start crying on me, you fucking bitch. You piece of 
shit rat. How could you put Brenna in danger like that?" 

"She was never in danger," he said, rolling his eyes. He tried 
to move, but winced in pain instead. "I made sure that 
Italian idiot didn't try anything stupid. But when you guys 
left for the farmhouse, he took matters into his own hands. 
Didn't listen to me." 

I nodded. "I figured that's what happened." 

"Asshole wasn't supposed to go right after you." 

"You did this all to make me look bad, didn't you?" 

He coughed up a small bit of blood and nodded. 

"I've been in this fucking gang for years. I was a Right 
Person when you were in diapers. I deserved to be second, 
not you." 


"You coward." 



“Maybe. But the plan was good. That Fabrizio bitch fucked it 
all up." 

“No, Davin, you fucked it all up. Instead of being a man and 
trying to win back O'Brian's favor, you decided to act like a 
snake." 

"You don't get it. You're the fucking prodigal son. The boy he 
always wanted." 

"And you're dying on your kitchen floor." 

He started to laugh but quickly stopped, wincing in pain. 
“Looks that way." 

"Any last words?" 

“I made my move. I got unlucky." 

"You got beat." 

"Good luck, Colin." 

I raised the gun up. 

"I don't need luck, you scum piece of shit." 

His eyes went wide. "Wait—" 

I pulled the trigger. The room was filled with the sound of 
the shot, and then nothing. 

I flicked the safety back on and slipped the gun back into 
my waistband. 

It was all over. It was finally over. Davin had admitted it, had 
confessed to everything. I had no other choice but to finish 



him. As soon as he went for his own gun, he gave himself 
away and sealed his fate. 

Though it wasn't like I was ever just going to let him walk. 
Maybe it could have been exile if he hadn't been behind it 
all, or maybe if he had said something to convince me, said 
anything in his own defense, but no. As I turned and left 
Davin's apartment, heading back out into the hallway and 
walking back toward my car, I felt pretty fucking good about 
what had happened. 

I had wanted to put a bullet between that rat fuck's eyes for 
a long time. And I finally got the chance. All more than 
justified. 

Back in my car, I took a deep breath, my wound throbbing 
again. I thought about Bren back home. I thought about my 
own apartment, and what things were going to be like now 
that she wasn't a prisoner anymore. I thought about O'Brian 
approving of me and her, and of my position in the Mob with 
Davin completely out of my picture. 

Who knew what was happening next. But I was going to 
drive fast back to Bren and find out. Because we had 
unfinished business, me and her. 


She was mine. And I was going to take what was mine. 



Chapter Twenty-Two: 
Brenna 


Three months later 

His apartment was nothing like I had expected. 

I lay in his bed, covered only by a thin sheet, looking up at 
the high ceilings. Above me were thick, heavy-looking wood 
beams, and all the walls are old exposed brick. Apparently, 
his place used to be an old underwear factory back in the 
old days, but he paid to have it renovated and set up as 
living space. It must have been obscenely expensive, but he 
never once mentioned it while we were staying with my dad, 
or even acted like it was anything special. No matter how 
many times I woke up in his bed and looked up at the 
ceiling, it never got old. It never ceased to take my breath 
away. 

At first, it felt weird being surrounded by his things. I had 
come to think of him as someone who lived in my dad's 
place, but I was finding out more and more about his actual 
life. He was a person with his own wants and desires, 
completely separate from our old lives. He had hobbies, 
actual hobbies, and watched most of the same shows and 
movies that I did. I felt like I knew him so well already that 
every new discovery was like unwrapping a brand new 
present. 


And I loved it. I loved peeling back the layers of him and 
finding more surprises underneath. I would never have 



guessed in a million years that he would like collecting art 
by local painters, or that he had an expensive record 
collection. He also had all the latest video game consoles, 
and more gym equipment than I'd seen outside of an actual 
gym, but I couldn't have expected anything less. How else 
did he get a body like that? He was an Eagles fan and a 
Phillies fan, but he couldn't get into hockey for some reason. 
He rarely used the dishwasher because he said it made 
people weak. Every morning he got up at the same time, 
brushed his teeth, and took a shower, all without fail, and in 
that exact order. 

It was so domestic and simple and incredible. We had come 
together under horrible and stressful circumstances, and we 
hadn't had the chance to really settle down and get into the 
flow of just being together. After months of it, I knew that I'd 
never get sick of it. 

And he was still as hungry and insatiable for me as he was 
during those first few weeks. 

I stretched my legs, loving the expensive and soft cotton 
sheets he used, wondering how the hell I had fallen in love 
with my potential stepbrother. It had all happened too fast, 
but there I was, missing him when he had only been gone for 
an hour or two. And the best part was, my dad approved, or 
at least he didn't actively try to stop us from seeing each 
other. Colin was never going to become my stepbrother, but 
he still might become my dad's son-in-law. 

I climbed out of bed with a sigh, glancing at the clock. It 
wasn't exactly late, but I had definitely slept in longer than I 
wanted. I pulled on his favorite pair of yoga pants and 
slipped on a sports bra then walked out into the main room, 
loving the feel of the slick hard wood floors. 



I blinked at the natural light filtering into the clean and 
modern-looking room. The one wall was entirely made of 
glass, and the counters were all stainless steel and wood 
mixed in artful ways. It looked a lot like the farmhouse did, 
and I had the sneaking suspicion that he had a hand in its 
design. I didn't ask him about it, though. He definitely would 
have denied any involvement. Design wasn't masculine 
enough, he would have said. I could practically hear him 
grunting his denial at me, and it put a big smile on my face. 

I put on a pot of coffee and sat down on a stool eating a 
banana. I had one last day of freedom before I started work 
at the largest advertising agency in the entire city, and I was 
pretty nervous. I had plenty of experience, but I had been 
out of work for a while, and I was worried I would have 
trouble adjusting to it. Colin told me that I didn't have to go 
back to work until I was ready, or ever if I didn't want to, but 
I was sick of constantly having to rely on his money. I was 
living with him while I looked for an apartment, or at least 
that's what we were saying. Truthfully, I doubted I would 
ever leave, and I didn't think he wanted me to. I could 
always occupy my dad's mostly-empty place if Colin got 
tired of me. I hoped that day never came. 

It was a dream come true, all of it. A beautiful apartment, an 
incredible man, an exciting job; it was everything I had ever 
wanted. Movies and TV sometimes tried to make it look like 
getting everything you wanted was some horrible thing, and 
that it wouldn't ever make you happy, but that wasn't true. 

Because I got it, and I was the happiest I had ever been 
before. 


As I finished my breakfast and poured a cup of coffee, the 
front doorknob turned, and Colin walked in. 



“Good morning, Princess," he said, grinning at me. 


“Good morning, my bloodthirsty mobster." 

He laughed and walked into the kitchen. I marveled all over 
again at the way he confidently entered the room. 

“Sleep late?" he asked. 

“I did. Break any knees today?" 

"Not yet. But it's early." 

He pulled me to him and pressed his mouth against mine, 
crushing me in his usual way. It never, ever got old. He still 
sent shivers down my spine with every touch, and made my 
panties soaking wet whenever he felt like it. 

The kiss ended, but he kept holding onto my waist. 

"What are your plans for today?" 

"Well, I thought I'd look at apartments. And I have a lunch 
date with Nick later." 

“Sounds good. How about you sit up on the roof with me 
first?" 

I shrugged. "Sure." 

He poured himself a cup of coffee, then led the way up a 
back staircase that opened up onto the roof. We walked out 
onto the wood deck and sat down on matching chairs. I 
sighed, stretching my legs out, and looked at the incredible 
view of the city. The Schuylkill River stretched out in front of 
us, winding its way to the north, and Rittenhouse Park was 
down and to the left. We were in the heart of the city, more 
or less, but we had it all to ourselves. I sipped my coffee, 



savoring the dark and strong taste. I felt more content than I 
ever had before. 

“Did you know—?" He started, then stopped. 

I looked at him. "What?" 

“Nothing. It's stupid." He looked away and smiled to himself. 
“Just say it." 

“No, never mind." 

“Say it or I'm pouring this hot coffee in your lap." 

He laughed. "You'd never risk scalding your favorite cock." 

“Okay, maybe that's true. But I might dump it on your head 
instead." 

“You're so sexy when you're trying to be tough." 

“Don't try and distract me. Spit it out." 

"Well, did you know that I built this for you? This roof deck, I 
mean." 

I blinked. "When? I mean, how?" 

“When I did the work to the apartment, I built this place too. 

I never thought you'd see it, obviously. But I remembered 
how much you loved your dad's roof deck, and I guess that 
inspired this one." 

I nodded. "I love it up here." 

“Good. You can stay as long as you want." 



It sounded like he was talking about the deck, but I knew it 
was something more. He didn't have to say it. 

"After everything that's happened, I never want you out of 
my sight again," he said. 

I laughed. "You know I have to go to work, right?" 

"I know. But fuck that apartment search." 

"Okay. Fuck the apartment search." 

He reached out and took my hand, tugging it toward him. I 
got up out of my chair and sat down in his lap. He kissed my 
neck softly, his hand running up through my hair. I giggled 
softly. His shoulder was all healed up from the wound, but he 
sometimes winced when I pressed it too hard. The doctors 
said that would go away in time, and he denied that it ever 
hurt him, but I knew better. He just didn't want me to worry. 

"Why are you so affectionate this morning?" 

"No reason. You just look so fucking good in that outfit." 

"You're so easy to please." 

"You are too. All it takes is my hard dick." 

I rolled my eyes. "Good one." 

"You know it's true." 

I sighed for a second, thinking about all of the years that 
separated our first kiss and the kiss that brought us 
together. It was too perfect the way the years pushed us 
back into the same house, and if I didn't know any better I 
was almost ready to call it something like fate. 



“Okay. Maybe it's true." 


He grinned that cocky, self-assured grin, and kissed my lips 
softly. 

“So what are you making me do today?" I asked. 

“I need plans? I figured I'd take you into bed and make your 
back arch for an hour." 

“Okay, we can do that. But if I'm skipping the apartment 
search, you better have plans." 

He laughed. "Fine. We'll walk down to the farmer's market. 
It'll be like we're old as hell." 

I shook my head. "No thanks. How about you tell me more 
about making my back arch?" 

He grinned and pressed his mouth against my ear. "Brenna, 
your pussy is the only thing I want to eat for years. I can't 
get your taste off my mind and I never want to." 

I squirmed a little bit, smiling. 

"Yeah. That's better," I said. 

He leaned away. "See? You're easy to please." 

I laughed and swatted at his arm. He growled at me and 
chuckled. I sighed and leaned back against his chest, 
sipping my coffee and looking out at the view. 

"Hey," he said. I looked at him. "You're going to marry me 
one day, you know that?" 

I blinked, surprised. "Is that a proposal?" 



He shook his head. "No, not yet. But it will be eventually. 
You're mine, and always will be mine. I just need you to 
know that." 

I nodded. "Okay. I'll always be yours." 

Looking satisfied, his eyes turned back out over the city. I 
followed his gaze and watched the river flow smoothly along 
its banks. 

I was his. I always would be. And one day I would be his wife. 

But I was content in that moment to be in his lap, on his 
deck, in his apartment, in his life. It was as perfect as a 
moment could get, and I knew I had many more moments 
like it to look forward to. 



